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A Note on Versions 


No filmmaker's work has been more mutilated for 
English-language audiences. Titles have been 
changed r intertitEea rewritten, shots reshuffled, £ 4 ? 
flassjorc de Jeanne d'Arc circulates in several different 
versions, the most objectionable being the notorious 
version prepared by Lo Duca in 1952, I believe that no 
complete print of the film has yet been found. The 
American print of V& rrpyr is distributed by Raymond 
Rnhauer; this pastiche (scavenged from French, 
German, and English prints} lacks several crucial 
shots and scenes.. Day of Wrath is known abroad in a 
British version made for the film's initial foreign re¬ 
lease; in this version, the Danish test of the Dies Irae 
scroll has been replaced by an English translation of 
the familiar Latin poem; unfortunately, the original 
Danish test was completely different from the Latin 
poem. The writer and reader of a book on Dreyer's 
films are at an unusual disadvantage; what prints are 
available may be incomplete or inaccurate. 

As much as possible, this book returns to the orig¬ 
inal texts. First, I refer to films bv English translation 
of their original titles. Thus Du Shi! A-re dm Hu$tru be¬ 
comes not J The Master of the House' but Thou Shalt 
Honor Thu Wife; Die Gt&ichnetm is not "‘Love One 



Another" but The Stigmatized Ones. I have kept onlv 
Ordet in its original Danish, smee it is better known bv 
that title than as J The Word," Second, the prints pre¬ 
served at the Danish Film Archive permit us to nest 
our analyses upon authentic versions of most of 
Dreyeris films, All my quotations and shot citations 
are based upon these archive prints, with one excep¬ 
tion r The Danish Film Archive print of La jftesiwj de 
Jeanne d'Arc has been assembled from many different 
prints; while it contains shots missing from any other 
version, it is still not complete. My analysis of Jeattne 
if Arc is thus based on my own written reconstruction 
of the entire film. 

Finally, there are the illustrations. Most books on 
cinema do not distinguish production stills {photo¬ 
graphs taken during filming) from frame enlarge¬ 
ments derived from the finished film. Virtually all the 
photographs in this, book are uncrop pod frame en¬ 
largements made from 35mm prints of the films. 
When frame enlargements could not be obtained 
ie.g- r from Oinv upon ra Time, which Survives only in 
fragments), or when the quality of the original print 
prevented the taking of frame enlargements, produc¬ 
tion stills have been used. 




What interest does the study of a director's films hold for 
us today? 

It is evident that film criticism can no longer content 
itself with itemizing a career's thematic preoccupations or 
with, tracing a director's professional biography. At its 
present stage, film study is rightly concerned with larger 
issues, We want to scrutinize the film medium in its 
specificity: We want in knnw how films may be produc¬ 
tively analyzed. We want to examine how cinema can func¬ 
tion historically. From the standpoint of this book, the 
interest of Carl-Theodor Dreyer's films lies neither in their 
thematic unity nor in their testimony to a unique personal 
vision. Dreyer's work claims our attention today because it 
post# important problems for the study of cinema as art, 
Industry, and historical process. How may we analyze 
Dreyer's films as narrative and stylistic systems? How do 
the films relate to dominant conceptions of what cinema is 
and does,? What imp]ications do the films have for contem¬ 
porary filmmaking? This book seeks to specify and answer 
these questions- As the Object of study, Dreyer's work 
counts for a lot in what follows, but [ hope that the reader 
will join me in seeing that work as opening onto a broader 
analysis of cinematic discourse and film history, 

THE CHALLENGE OF DREYER'S WORK 

If we believe that critical study interacts with filmmaking, 
we ought to expect that certain films will challenge the 
ways we usually comprehend cinema. Such film* refuse 
ready categories and confront us, blankly, with the limits of 
our ordinary thinking. Avant-garde, experimental: these are 
the tags which make us more cum for table with the un¬ 
familiar. We may not. however, be ready to see the disturb* 
ing side of films we can't easily label. ] suggest that certain 
works of the modern cinema (among them films of O/K, 
Mizoguchi, Bresson, and Tati), while apparently not ex¬ 
perimental in any usual sense, work, and work on us, in 


drastically challenging ways. If we want to examine such 
films, we must be prepared to discard certain habitual 
ways of thinking and construct new concepts adequate to 
the questions the films ask. I shall try to show that Dreyer's 
filmmaking lavs down just such a challenge and that we 
need some fresh ways of meeting it. 

Critical writing has generally ignored the problems 
posed by Dreyer's work. The legend of a career stigma¬ 
tized by self-restraint, even self-destruction, has created 
the myth of Dnever the dour Dane, ascetic and implacable. 
The- legend has, however, blocked our understanding 
of the conflicting pressures—personal, industrial, aesthetic 
—that operated in that career, Similarly, discussions of 
the films before Hi flassjoit de Jeanne d'Arc {1928 } have treated 
them as apprentice works, or prefigurations of the great¬ 
ness to come. We have not examined the films for thesr 
relation to film practice of the silent era. Most obviously, 
we have fallen back on orthodox interpretations of the 
five major late films —Jeanne d'Arc, Vampyr. Dau of Wrath. 
Qnii't r and Qerlfad. Since it is On fhe$£ films that critical 
study of Dnever rests, it -s worth examining why three 
typical interpretive positions do not come to grips with the 
challenges the films pose. 

There is, for one instance, a broadly religious reading of 
the late films, most extensivly set out by Amedee Ayfre, 
For Ayfre, the films commit themselves to a single project; 
the revelation of the spiritual. Working within a medium 
bound to space and time, Dnever seeks to make visible, 
i.’vtn palpable, dimension* beyond Sense experience- Ayfre 
presents the style and structure of the lute films as unified 
by metaphysical concerns- Why are the spaces- within these- 
films so bounded, so confined? "Tt is a dosed area which is, 
however, traversed by invisible forces, magnetic currents 
which oppose or flow into one another, This space is por¬ 
ous, like a sponge which, according to the moment absorbs 
or squeezes out a mysterious fluid. „ . . Hence the space 
has been clarified and simplified only to make its magnetic 
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fortes more apparent. It seems that space has undergone 
an enlargement, in order finally 10 reveal, I site a molecule 
under an electron microscope, the strange struggles 
situated within it." 1 What a( the temporal rhythm of these 
films? It is not "that active and utilitarian [rhythmJ yf 
everyday life. The minutes which pass are not those of the 
chronometer or the telephone time-clock. If :s a time of the 
sous, which also seems to have undergone a great en¬ 
largement." 1 Cinematic space and time, the films' subjects, 
themes of good and evil—all cohere io present a spiritual 
vision: "What the body is to the soul, what the sacraments, 
are to grace, what the word is to thought, the films of 
Dreyer are to a mysterious world which normally escapes 
us. They exist only to reveal to us unperceived presences 
beyond the limits of our everyday world. J,J Criticism more 
ethereal than this is hard to find, but what is important 
is the way in which the religious frame of reference per¬ 
mits Ayfre to treat the five late films as unified spiritual 
statements. 

if the religious position stresses the soul over the body, 
them is a humanist reading of Dreyer which takes its slo¬ 
gan from the last scene in Ordet, when Mikkel answers 
platitudes about I rigor's departed soul: "but I loved her 
body as well’" For many critics Dreyer :$a realist in search 
of the secrets ot human nature. The humanist position, 
probably the one which Dreyer himself would share, 
nevertheless still sees the Late films as unified, usually by a 
centra] theme: “honor and duty versus nature and Tore";* 
“the death-instinct of the male and the life-affirmation of 
the female"-* "a fatal demonism of the human individual, 
a tragic recognition of self-realization."*' For Tom Milne, 
Driver's work embodies primitive attitudes toward women, 
in love: “As the natural source of all bliss, the Dreyer 
heroine is adored, as a temptress who sins and causes 
to sin. against the man-made laws of puritanism, shy is 
made to suffer: and in either case, she unconsciously wields 
a power that :s inbred, incalculable, purely supernatural;’' 7 

Milne's final phrase shows how the humanist reading 
can easily slide into the religious one- Barthelemy Amen- 
gual celebrates Dreyer the realist, but adds that his is “a 
realism without frontiers . , , which opens itself to the 
world as to a haunted domain."® Jean Semoiue, after 
suggesting the human consequences of the characters' suf¬ 
ferings, adds: "The condemnation of a wilt turned from a 
sense of creation - . , finds its redemption in the exalta¬ 
tion of human will associated with God.'"' Although pro¬ 


ponents of the humanist position have devoted relatively 
little concern to analyzing the films precisely, Philippe 
Parra in's minute study of Drover's style sustains the hu¬ 
manist view through an allegorical reading (e.g., exteriors 
= nature, interiors = culture; movement leftward is neg¬ 
ative, movement rightward is positive, movement in depth 
is evasive). 1 ■> 

There is, finally, the position which stresses Dreyer the 
aesthete. Although Surrealists accused La ftasskw de jmmie 
tf Arc of preciosity, the most thoroughgoing charge of this 
sort has been leveled by Robin Wood, For Wood, Prey or's 
religiosity suffocates and his humanism is bloodless. "In 
Dreyer, free expression is progressively stilled and de¬ 
velopment. in tine true sense, becomes impossible. . . . 
Prayer's God is a god of "Thou shall not,' and his cinema, 
tor all its extraordinary distinction, is essentially death- 
oriented" 11 In the late films. Wood declares, human vital¬ 
ity d ries tip, suppressed by the "perverse will" that refuses 
all "sensual expression." 11 btyle and narrative exhibit empty 
academicism. For the sake of a narrowly manageable 
art, Dreyer has surrendered both vitality and profundity. 

Fachof these interpretations seems to me inadequate to 
the stubborn difficulties of the films, Each position is based 
on the assumption of coherence and internal unity— 
religious, humanistic, aesthetic. Each ignores or explains 
away the downright stnemgmess of Dreyer's work. Let us 
admit from the start that the films pose extraordinary nar¬ 
rative problems. What actually happens in Vnmpyr? How 
does the supernatural operate in Dtry of Wruth? What jus¬ 
tifies Inger's resurrection in Ordes? There are also the prob¬ 
lems of style-—maniacally precise camerawork, decor that 
exceeds its narrative functions, hieratic acting, curious edit¬ 
ing patterns. The metaphysical reading of Dreyer's work 
lumps these facts indiscriminatudv together ag indices of a 
transcendent vision, a taebo which discourages u$ from 
analyzing them precisely. The- aestheticist interpretation 
recognizes the formal oddity of the films, but sees this as 
mere decoration. The humanist reading can try to justify 
such irregularities on grounds of characterization or sym¬ 
bolism. but this leads only io sophistries. Do the camera 
movements in Vatttpyr or Ordet yield psychological in¬ 
sights? Does the lighting on Gertrud tell us anything about 
her? Can we explain the canted and upside-down framings 
in jeaune d'Arc psychologically and symbolically? If we are 
determined to find psychological realism, we can squeeze 
anything into the character-revelation mold- The camera 



DRIVER'S INTEREST 3 


movements in Vampyr would then suggest the "labyrinth 
of David Gray's mind"; the white decor of Jean *re d' Arc 
might "symbolize the mystical purity of the martyr’s vi¬ 
sion." 33 In sum, the predominant interpretations simply 
explain too myth and discriminate too little. By using the 
commonplaces of film criticism, we have comfortably 
domesticated Dreyer’s films. 

What we must recognize is the cost of ransacking form 
and style for such iinprecise and banal meanings. As 
Jonathan Culler points out. our demand for coherence in a 
text must not prematurely cancel the ways in which the 
text defines its uniqueness: "We can try to avoid premature 
foreclosure, to allow the text to differentiate itself from or¬ 
dinary language, to grant maximum scope to the play of 
formal features and semantic uncertainties.’' 14 If we read 
the films as "about" some slippery religious or psychologi¬ 
cal stales, we ought to realise that this infinitely elastic 
principle of interpretation pays the price of insipidity. I 
shall try to show that the films' primary importance is not 
thematic but formal and perceptual* If we pay attention, 
Dreyer's late films work upon us by their recalcitrant re¬ 
fusal to jell in conventional ways. Analysis reveals that the 
camera movements in Vnmjiyr invoke psycho logical 
motivation only to reject t; that one function of the fram¬ 
ings in Jeanne d'Arc is to decrease, not increase realism; 
that Day of Wrath s slowness of tempo is not motivated by 
mood, person r or milieu; and that Grdet’s and Gertrud's 
construction, of space and time often stands abstemiously 
a part from narrative nr thematic demands. Instead of argu¬ 
ing about which interpretive position is right wc can gain 
more knowledge by moving to a more abstract level, by 
seeing the unity assumed by all three positions as itself 
only a consequence of a larger process- Instead of assum¬ 
ing order and then clamping down a certain interpretive 
apparatus, we might look at these films as prasenting 
fcnrs rtf order and pwblam of interpretation. We might posit 
them as dynamic totalities in which several formal systems 
operate— sometimes harmoniously; sometimes dbsson- 
antly. These films cannot be easily tamed. Only by recog¬ 
nizing the power of art to outrun our familiar expla¬ 
nations can wo acknowledge that films our change the 
ways wc look at them, think about them, talk about them, 
Dreyer's work make* us do criticism differently. 

In an extensive attack on the '"self-indulgence” of La 
C/zjtruise, John Simon cites a moment in the film which was 
incomprehensible and pauses parenthetically to make a 


significant complaint: "The dishonest critics who write 
about tins and other films by Godard as if they were per¬ 
fectly lucid never mention such scenes/' 15 We should, I 
think, generalize Simon’s grievance. A critic will often 
write about the most disturbing films— be they by Godard, 
Bresson, Ozu, Tati, or Snow—as if they were sclf« 
evidently clear and coherent. Equating aesthetic order with 
a com tort ablt" tidiness, criticism, seldom takes as its starting 
point the difficulties and strangeness of a film. To do so 
involves honesty, as Simon suggests, but is also involve* a 
willingness to let the disturbing, disorienting features of a 
film work upon us. Given the inexplicable, the critic can 
confront it directly not to explain it away as the manifesta¬ 
tion of a Secret unity; not to interpret it as if it were an 
utterance in an esoteric tongue, but rather to demonstrate, 
display, and situate that strangeness. This bonk suggests 
that we can analyze the challenging strangeness of 
Dreyer’s films by drawing on the insights of Russian Fort 
maltsl poetics and later work in that tradition. 16 The value 
ot this approach can emerge only in the course of 
specific analyses, but here it may be worthwhile to sketch 
Out some reasons why Formalism will be useful in under¬ 
standing cinema in general and Dreyer in particular. 

It may seem odd that an analysis of cinema should 
draw upon concepts from literary theory. The fact is, how¬ 
ever, that while Formalist theory was at first applied lo 
literary texts, it rests upon general aesthetic principles. The 
fundamental assumption is that art is an affair of percep¬ 
tion, and as such it presents the penceiver with problems of 
unity and disunity- The unity springs, of course, partly 
from patterns within fhe work, such as composition in a 
painting,, sonata form in music, or narrative in cinema. 
Unity also emerges from the art work's relation to the his¬ 
tory of the medium. Thus conventions and the art work's 
use of other works lead us to expect unity. Yet the For¬ 
malists also stressed the importance of disunity In aesthetic 
experience. The force of art arises from shocks and distur¬ 
bances which iL gi,ws tu our pcrcvplEtin. Viktor Shkkivsky 
called this ost ranenie, "estrangement,” "defamiliarization” 
"making-strange." 1 ' 3 One of the most fecund hypotheses of 
Formalist theory is that art's drive toward a unified experi¬ 
ence is constantly interrupted by swerves, detours, and 
dislocations. While we find patterns within a painting or a 
sonata or a film, wc also find drastic violations of those 
patterns. Our attention focuses on the patch of paint of a 
different texture, on fhe compelling dissonance, on the 
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scenes that don't quite fit. As Ehklovsky notes; 'There is 
‘'order' in art, yet not a single column of a Greek temple 
stands exactly in its proper order; poetic rhythm is simi¬ 
larly disordered rhythm.' I,A Disunity is also perceived in 
the art work's relation to other works. The text defines its 
Strangeness not by imitating tradition but by violating 
it—by breaking conventions, reordering tried elements, 
shattering our expectations. In ail, Formalism's conception 
of art as a struggle between a stable unit}-’ and a dynamic 
estrangement has a usefulness that transcends any particu¬ 
lar medium. 

A general goal of this book, then, is to show how the 
basic aesthetic principles of the Formalist tradition can help 
us study cinema. We have an excellent opportunity to test 
these principles because film is par excellence a medium 
that relies upon perception, (The very illusion of move¬ 
ment in cinema rests upon perceptual processes.) Film 
study has too long labored under the sway of literary in¬ 
terpretation; we know how to do "readings" of films, but 
we have seldom examined how film as a medium creates 
a unique mode of aesthetic experience. Interpretation's 
search for overriding unities can ignore the disunities, 
snarls, and gaps of a work. Formalism sees that the unity 
prized by thematic readings is pari of a larger process off 
aesthetic perception. Thus interpretation gives way to a 
mode of criticism that seeks to bring out the nature and 
consequences of the film's overall dynamic. 

More specifically Formalism will help us with Drcyebs 
work because the salient problems which that work poses 
involve us perceptually. By insisting on the interplay of 
unity and disunity, the shifting relations of pattern to mate¬ 
rials, and the relation of the art work to historical norms. 
Formalism avoids the narrowness of thematic readings and 
offers a way to study how Dreyer's films challenge us. My 
purpose, then, is not to offer a fourth or fifth reading of 
Dreyer but to examine the aesthetic issues his work raises. 

SOME CRITICAL CONCEPTS 

With the help of a Formalist frame of reference, then, we 
can identify some ways that Dreyer's films are of interest to 
us today. If we are to avoid a simple conception of Dreyer 
as solitary visionary, we need to use the concept offljjfJrer- 
skip in a fresh way. We should also situate the films histori¬ 
cally; this will require a notion of historical background set. if 
we are to analyze the films as complex aesthetic systems, 
we need concepts of form and of representation. Since this 


book tries to indicate Dreyers value for current film study, 

I should explain at the outset how I intend to construct and 
use these concepts, 

Author, Contemporary "auteur" criticism has sought 
to replace the author as person by the "author" as a group 
of films. The minimal conditions for this category are a ver¬ 
ifiable signature on She text ("directed by John Ford") and 
some common traits of theme, form, and'or style. To some 
extent, this book assumes a coherence of textural features 
clustering around Dreyer's signature. Vet I shall not treat 
"Dreyer" solely as a class of films. Fart of the interest of 
Dreyer 1 s work lies in its relation to film history, and the 
ordinary notion of "authorship" does not help us situate 
his films m that history. Boris Tumashcvsky suggests that 
the authorial personality be considered a construct, created 
not only by the Art works themselves but a iso by either his¬ 
torical forces. 1 ■* What is important tor art history' is not 
Byron but his biographical Legend, the Byronic; not Shaw 
but Shavianism; not Wagner's house but the Bayreuth 
mystique. Dreyer, too, has his biographical legend, created 
from his production practices and his pronouncements on 
film aesthetics. If we consider authorial personality in this 
sense, we can Link the films to history in fresh ways. We can 
ask, fur instance, what historical functions were fulfilled 
by Dreyer's declared opposition to mass-production stu¬ 
dio filmmaking. The author, then, is not only a group of 
films but also, and differently, an ideal figure; Dreyer's his¬ 
torical status involves not only the films but theDreyerian. 

Historical background set. Crucial to this book is the 
assumption that Dreyeds work presents certain unique 
and salient features. But how to identify them? How, even, 
do we mark salience? This has been a recurrent problem in 
discussions of Dreyer, most of which have retied upon 
terms? like tranwenfcnial or purifiat style. Such terms are, 
however, plainly relational and comparative. It makes no 
Sense to speak of transcendental or purified style unless 
one understands what is transcended or purified. If such fl 
comparative method is chosen, what is needed is a back¬ 
ground set against which we can define Dreyer's difference. 

This book examines Drover's work as a set of deviations 
from some historically defined norm within the same 
medium. If films frequently jostle our aesthetic perception, 
the disturbance often arises from a clash between the film 
and dominant practice. That is. our background set can be 
some other film style- Although several choices an? possi¬ 
ble here, I shall pick a background set which 1 shall call 
J, ’the classical Hollywood cinema," 
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Why this construct? Historically, St is at once proximate 
and pertinent, central to a knowledge of the development 
Of cinematic fontis- If there is an, "ordinary cinematic us¬ 
age" for the fifty years of Prayer's career, it is the narrative 
and stylistic principles of the American cinema. This book 
attempts to show the value of situating a filmmaker in rela¬ 
tion to a model of typical traits of narrative feature films 
between 1930 and 1960. 

One caution suggests Itself. My account of the "classical 
cinema’’ will be a model, not a collection of inductive 
generalizations. Every actual film submits the model to cer¬ 
tain pressures; no film succeeds in becoming the model. But 
this does not make the paradigm sheer fantasy either. The 
conception of a "Hollywood film" has a historical exis¬ 
tence, registered notonlv in films but also in the testimony 
of screenwriters and other studio personnel, (Hence my 
references to manuals and recipe books which state certain 
assumptions quite bluntly.) The model of a classical narra¬ 
tive system proposed in chapter three and that of a classical 
spatial style in chapter four are meant to have the same 
explanatory status as the concepts of classicism or baroque 
in the history of painting or music: they are useful for es¬ 
tablishing the norms and conventions of dominant stylistic 
practices of a period. 

The model of a classical film will help us mark off sa¬ 
lient structures of Dreyer's work; it will also suggest that 
one of the chief interests of that work lies precisely in its 
relation to the background set. In fact,, clear references to 
the classical norms are embedded in Dreyer’s tale films. 
The citations of eyeline continuity in Ln Rissr™ tfr femme 
if A re, the camera movement across the engraving in Vam- 
pj/r, the analytical editing of the resurrection in Qrdel and of 
the banquet in Gertrud —all glance at the "normal" way of 
shooting a scene. In this way the form of each of these 
films is bom of a struggle with the implanted norm, The 
norm is not wholly external; it is cited, if only to be con¬ 
tested. 

Form. Obviously, though, simply noting deviations 
from norms is insufficient: we need to grasp the positive 
moment as well as the negative one, the construction of a 
new work against the background. For Instance, both Yasu- 
jlro Ozu and Jacques Tati systematically violate the "IRO 1 
rule" of editing, but their film styles differ drastically, We 
need, in short, a concept of film form, 

As 1 have mentioned, Formalist aesthetic theory en¬ 
courages us in see farm as the dynamic relation of unity to 
disunity in the spectator's perception. This means that we 


cannot split farm from ‘'content" (everything in a film has 
a formal function) and that we require a concept of aesthe- 
tic flferns working within the films. ’Id grasp the dynamic 
of Dreyer's work, we must analyze how the films press 
toward patterned stability, and then how other forces dis¬ 
turb this stability. 

In watching Dreyer's films we have, on the one hand, 
the impression of massive unity? but how is this unity 
achieved? In this book, my analyses will concentrate on the 
unity created by three sets of format principles. 

1 . Logical principles of organization s, Most films are struc¬ 
tured by some logic: taxonomic (e.g., a film tabulating 
species of butterflies), rhetorical (e.g., a polemic adduc¬ 
ing arguments in favor of voting for a certain candi¬ 
date), or causal (e.g., a narrative film). Almost all of 
Dreyer's films, being narratives, are ruled by a cause- 
effect logic. We can specify further, though. What kinds 
of causal agents are significant? (Character? Society? A 
prime mover—-e.g., God?) What degrees of causality 
are present? (Does one cause motivate one effect? Sev¬ 
eral effects?) Are there repetitions, variations, con¬ 
trasts, expansions or cause-effect patterns throughout 
the narrative? Are there subplots or narratives-within- 
narratives which parallel or transform the principle nar¬ 
rative? Such questions mav be asked of any narrative in 
any medium; since we are dealing with cinema, we 
must also ask how the specifically cinematic means of 
camerawork, tuisc-en-scene, editing, and sound are used 
to Create logical patterns. We shall find that in Dreyer’s 
films, narrative logic situates characters within an im¬ 
personal causal scheme (ruled by Nature, Law, and God). 
N a rm live parallels do w npla v tndiv I d t i-a l psych ft to g y. 
and establish a pattern of abstract oppositions and 
replacements, 

2, Ternjwfff principles of organization. Here it is necessary to 
draw upon the Russian Formalists' distinction between 
fabula and sujet, or what has usually been translated as 
"story" and "plot." The "story" of a narrative Consists 
of events connected by causality and in time, The 
"plot" is the way these events are actually presented in 
the telling.-' 1 Most plots, for example, begin in mafias res 
and gradually supply Information about earlier story 
events. Flashbacks, repeated scenes, ellipses, abrupt 
omissions, limited points of view, chatty narrators—■ a IS 
these are ways that the plot manipulates the presenta¬ 
tion of story events. A detective tale plays on the plot) 
story distinction by withholding certain story' events 
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Such as the planning of the crime; not until the end of 
the plot are the crucial early story events revealed. A 
more complex example would be Citizen Kiujc, whose 
plot summarises much of the film's story in the news¬ 
reel and then retells key story events more expansively 
through the recollections of Kane's associates. 

It is important to note two things. First the story is 
not the narrative in some primitive form, as perhaps the 
artist might first have envisioned it. The pcrceivcr con¬ 
structs the story as he or she goes along; it is a 
background against which the twists and turns of plot 
must be read. Secondly in cinematic narrative,, all the 
devices of film technique may be brought to bear upon 
the story. Editing, camerawork, and 

sound may all participate in constructing the plot. 

The story, 1 plot distinction helps us study how a film 
creates narrative time. The possibilities, as Gerard 
Genetic has pointed out, Include order, duration, and 
frequency, 21 Events in story 1 order run 1-2-3, but the 
plot may present these events in any sequence (by 
flashbacks, flashforwards, etc.), The duration of story 
events may be ellidcd by the plot (e.g., two years pre¬ 
sented in two hours), expanded by the plot (o.g., two 
minutes stretched to twenty), or kept continuous (e.g,, 
where two minutes in the story equals two minutes in 
the plot). And the frequency of events in the story may 
be variously indicated: a Story event occurring once 
may be shown once or shown several times. In Cjfdcjt 
Kane, for example, must of the story events which cXrur 
once are shown once in the plot (the norm of narrative 
cinema as we know it), but some story events which 
occur only once in the story are shown Several times 
(e.g., Susan's opera premiere). The variables of order, 
duration, and frequency help us to distinguish different 
temporal principles organizing the narrative. Such 
categories permit us to consider how Drey elf's films 
characteristically structure time, We shall see how the 
films generate a temporal determinism that rules both 
story and plot and (in the later films) how the variables 
of story, 1 plot duration can create a "minimal cinema" 
which slows down the spectator's viewing rate- 
3, Spatial principles of organization. Finally, we can consider 
how a narrative film constructs space and spatial rela¬ 
tions. I shall be discussing these organizing principles 
in some detail, since a film's spatial system depends 
upon the use of such film techniques as fttfsc-crf-sccnc 


(lighting, costume, setting, behavior and placements of 
the figures), camerawork (distance, angle, stasis’ 
mobility), editing, and sound. Our analysis of Dreyer's 
films will lead us hi consider, at one point or another, 
the depth cues at work in the classical cinema's mise- 
oi-SfifFrc, conventional uses of the mobile camera, the 
principles of continuity editing, and the functions of 
lighting and decor in constructing or confusing spatial 
relations. Since Formalism stresses the perceptual force 
of the art work, this theory lets us specify how the mate¬ 
rial qualities of cinematic space affect our experience. 
Important as unity is, Dreyer's work compels the critic to 
formulate Strategies of aesthetic disunity. Mitch of the chal¬ 
lenge of his films comes from the ways that the various 
sorts of organization do not neatly mesh. In particular, a 
gap opens up between the logical structure of the narrative 
action and the organization of time and space. While the 
classical cinema allow-& space and time to be organized only 
to transmit narrative information, Dreyer's cinema often 
radically severs narrative from cinematic space and lime. 
We are watching the story unfold, and suddenly we are not 
watching it any more; the style flings us into spatial and 
temporal processes that engage our perception for their 
own saJses. The clash of systems within the work produces 
difficulties, and we need to identify the viewing problems 
we encounter 

In this way, concepts of background set and form let our 
analysis specify certain logical conditions for the spec¬ 
tator's role. Th« Formalist approach assumes both confor¬ 
mity with the background set and deviations from it, both 
internal coherence and internal conflict; it also assumes 
that aesthetic perception oscillates between organization 
and disorganization. We are familiar with the notion that 
our experience of art works must rest upon some unifying 
principles. Yet unity can be conceived as a movement. Jan 
Mukafovskv suggests; "Unity should not be understood as 
something static, as complete harmony, but as dynamic, as 
a problem! with which the work confronts the viewer/” 2 If 
disorientation and disturbance, what Shklovsky calls 
"roughened perception,' r characterize the spectator's 
aesthetic experience, the critic can disclose the text's per¬ 
ceptual cues. For instance, pointing out the historical 
background set permits us to go straight to what a viewer 
versed in the conventions of the classical cinema will find 
problematic, difficult, even "ungrammatical" in Dreyer’s 
films. Or again, the concept of form as a dynamic inter- 
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action of systems helps us specify where a film creates 
intelligibility, and where a film starts to foreground its 
disunities. The critic,, I believe, should not seek to resolve 
these problems or wish them away; 1 shall try simply to 
indicate how they are created, and what they imply for 
Drcycr's interest to us now. 

Representational system. A stress upon perception 
might be thought to militate against meaning. Yet the cru¬ 
cial assumption is that in art, meaning depends upon per¬ 
ception, The art work does not exist simply to transmit a 
message; if it did, there would be no difference between art 
and ordinary informational discourse, Art is primarily an 
engagement of ourselves with materials and forms. We 
shall see how the art work utilizes representation but also 
sensitizes us to its limits. ■"The language of poetry/' 
Shklcwsky reminds us, J 'is . . .a semi-oompnehensible 
one."-' 

Representation is important for us because a film does 
seek to ’'say something." But that phrase already implies 
an entity—an idea, an object, a state of affairs—which 
antedates the art work and which the work "re-presents." 
The Latin mot of representation means both "to show" and 
"to bring back," which indicates the difficulty: representa¬ 
tion is at once a display, a spectacle for a spectator, and a 
recovery, the return of an absent entity. Representation is 
[east problematic when we pass from displayed token to 
absent meaning. Representation becomes troublesome 
when that passage is blocked (the meaning is opaque) or 
when the passage seems endless (the process becomes cir¬ 
cular, with one token's meaning becoming only a place 
held by another token). Traditions within painting, theatre, 
literature, and cinema constitute representational systems: 
coherent ways of establishing spectatorial positions (e g., 
various point-of-vjew devices) and of signifying absent en¬ 
tities (truth, reality). 

On the one hand. Dreyer's films are representational: 
they offer images, tell stories. Since we associate avant- 
garde work with a refusal of representation ciltogether, we 
may be reluctant to admit that Dreyer's films can challenge 
us very much. One could point out how the religious sub¬ 
ject matter of several films partly anchors them in very 
conventional meanings. Or one could show, as we shall 
later, that Dreyer's films use written language to ratify the 
impersonal causation that rules the narrative; a written text 
interprets the narrative world in relation to timeless and 
authoritative meanings. But if art works violate tradition, as 


often as they transmit it, we ought to expect that a film may 
both accept and negate traditional representational 
strategies. Dreyer's later films do this, intermittently but 
systematically posing problems for representation. 

First, the tendency of these films to pull cinematic time 
and space away from causal structure makes cinema vis¬ 
ible as a specific representational system. In Ordct and Ger- 
trud, in fact, an "anthologiesI" strategy .Surveys the devices 
of the classical style, and at the same time defines that style 
as only one of cinema's representation at options. In addi¬ 
tion, La ftossjprt tie feanm 1 d'Arc , Day of [Vnadi , and Ordet 
bring to light certain difficulties in religious repre¬ 
sentational schemes; the interferences across systems (the 
word versus the image), the opaqueness and arbitrariness 
of meaning (the book), the potential infinity of representa¬ 
tion. Even when religions discourse is nut central, the 
films’’ formal dynamics continue So explore such problems; 
Vampi/r constructs its narrative as a gloss, in images, upon 
the preexistent word (omniscient narrator, book), while 
Gertrud offers itself as a veritable repertory of repre¬ 
sentational systems — theatre, music, painting, science, 
literature —all of which constantly displace each other. Fi¬ 
nally, the last films (Gertrud in particular) raise a particular 
problem, that of the meaningless representation. By split¬ 
ting cinematic form from narrative function, by setting rep¬ 
resentational systems in tension with One another, and by 
broaching the issue of the empty text, the late films throw- 
up obstacles to conventional readings of representations. 

This means that our analyses will examine the functions 
of representation in Driver's films. Instead of simply read¬ 
ing the films, wn? must consider the very terms of reada¬ 
bility which they propose. At times we shall have to pause 
over explicit meanings—the narratively significant, the ob¬ 
viously symbolic—in order to ask what creates the signifi¬ 
cance and the obviousness, At other moments we shall 
have to pick out ambiguities, not to resolve them but to ask 
what aesthetic purposes they serve, At still other moments, 
we shall simply have to point to moments ot transgres¬ 
sion, conflict, omission, inconsistency, and loss—moments 
when representation falters and the film jolts us. 

None of the critical categories mentioned so far can fin¬ 
ally be isolated from cinema's relation to social practice. Yet 
one of the most persistent criticisms of Formalist theory 
has been that it divorces art from social ideology, The stress 
on perception, it is claimed, treats the viewer as the iso- 
la ted individual, locked in rapt apprehension of the art 


right 



» DREYER'S INTERJEST 


work. How, then., can Formalist theory situtate an art tvork 
socially? 

The most common form of ideological analysis concen¬ 
trates on subject matter, theme, or narrative action in a 
general sense, The result is a cheerleading criticism that 
can praise Day of Wrath as being "in favor of" feminism, or 
denounce Ordet as a piece of ‘'mystification.'" Dreyer's films 
are barely touched by such reductive readings; as one 
writer in the Marxist journal Cittethique puts it: "Of course 
them are some idealist films which are also great films 
(Bresson's and Dryer's for example)."* 4 

The domain of investigation which Formalism has 
opened up can relate cinema to society in two precise ways. 
First, Marxist aesthetic theory points out that ideology 
is often transformed through the ' relatively autonomous" 
processes of art. Art is related to ideology hut cannot be 
reduced to it. and an account of the relation must include 
the particular aesthetic dynamics of the work. Here Formal¬ 
ism can be of use. The stress on the medium, on the per¬ 
ceptual activity of art, on systems in harmony or collision, 
on the different functions of structure and style within his¬ 
torical conventions—such theoretical concepts help us lo¬ 
cate specific ways in which art mediates social ideology. 

Secondly, by showing the systematic and material un¬ 
derpinnings of the spectator's experience, the Formalist 


approach can suggest some social implications of the 
cinematic institution. How we perceive a film affects how 
we consume cinema. An analyses of Drever as "author," 

the relations of the films to contemporary norms, the films' 
formal dynamics, and their work on representation can 
help us grasp how they can challenge and change our so¬ 
cially shaped habits of film viewing. It is in the realm of 
aesthetic perception, not ideological theme, that such 
"Idealist" films as Dreyer's have provided models tor 
avowedly materialist filmmakers like Jean-Luc Godard 
and Jean-Marie Straub. 

Author, background set, form, representation, social 
functions— these concepts also plot the division of this 
book's critical labor. The next chapter will situate Dreyer's 
biographical legend within European film history. Chap¬ 
ters three and four will consider the characteristic formal 
strategies of the films made before 1927. In chapter five, I 
will introduce the problems of form and representstion 
posed by the five major late films. 2 - 1 ’ A separate Chapter is 
devoted to each of these films. A final chapter proposes 
some ways to understand the uses of Drover's films. 
Throughout, 1 shall examine those problems of structure 
and comprehension that make Dreyer's work of central 
importance for us today. 
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Even before we study the films, Drever invites an unusual 
interest. For one thing, his career spans the mature de¬ 
velopment of the cinema from 1912 to 19&8, from (to put it 
melodramatically) iVfcrsJbrfiaairff of Pig Alley to La Cftimise. 
Moreover although Dreyer's career was long, it was 
hardly continuous. By the time he died, he was the director 
who was interesting: partly because of what he did not do. 
During the last thirty-five years of his life, he made only 
four feature-length films and a handful of short documen¬ 
taries.; his unfinished projects (Mary Riuiiri, Medea, Jesus) 
are more famous than many directors' completed films, 
After his second film, Dreyer lacked the security of a stable 
national industry, and worked in Germany Scandinavia, 
and France. His isolation is even more remarkable when 
you consider how many of his European contemporaries 
eventually came to Hollywood: Murnau, Lang, Christen¬ 
sen, Sjiijitrdm, Stiller, Ophuls, even Renoir and Ekiriuel. If 
onlv for his remarkable solitude. Drover becomes histori¬ 
cally significant. 

Our first fact—-the span of his career—provides the 
precondition for our inquiry. The second fact needs ana¬ 
lyzing,. Can ive attribute Dreyer's isolation to vagaries of 
personality? in the standard biography fihbe Neerggard 
depicts a buy stifled by- a strict foster family and a young 
man who balked at regimen. Neerguand's account of how 
Dreyer left his post at the Great Northern Telegraph Com¬ 
pany has become famous: 

Ortc day he had to accompany She old accountant dote.ir 
into ;the fireproof vaults. WJjcjj they had passed the sleet 

iivt>r sum were flnnJhig ju tlu> great xvllit r Hfrtft its air of 
prrushwss. she old man suddenly stood still, jkmdering. 
Then he pointed quietly at the long mu* of huge grey, 
ctmvas-lwcked files,- dating f tack several decades, and he 
said wilh a certain naive mixture of pride and minder: 
'There you see my whole life' But the young clerk with 
the serious expression on his ?vu?:d childish face siiid 
nothing; he ions uRTawHc by a feeling of horror. He could 
not rid himself of the thought that he might one day stand 


there and say to a man fifty years younger than himself: 
'There you sec my lifeHe resigned his past next morning 
without any idea of what he would do next, 

Is it surprising that Such a young man would seek inde¬ 
pendence, first in the comparative freedom of journalism 
and then in the still relatively undisciplined film business? 
In this account, the gaps in Dreyer's career were wilfully 
opened up by a man of stubborn certainty and infinitesimal 
patience, 

For our purposes, however, the standard career ac¬ 
counts will not suffice. Understanding cinematic form in 
history should not rest upon biography—intimate, unau¬ 
thorized, or otherwise. Instead, the most fruitful concep¬ 
tion of authorship will be the "biographical legend.'" Boris 
Tumashevsky writes: "The biography that is useful to the 
literary historian is not the author's curriculum vits or the 
investigator's account of his life. What the literary historian 
really needs is the biographical legend created by the au¬ 
thor himself. Only such a legend is & literary fact ." 2 Simi¬ 
larly, we can situate a filmmaker's work in film history by 
studying the persona created by the artist in his public 
pronouncements, in his writings, and in his dealings with 
the film industry. Orson Welles constructed one persona, 
Howard Hawks a very different one. However subjective, 
even self-centered, such a Legend may appear, that legend 
has an objective function in a historical situation. The bio¬ 
graphical legend, may justify production decisions and even 
Create a spontaneous theory of the artist's practice. More 
important, the biographical legend is a way in which au¬ 
thorship significantly shapes our perception of the work, 
Created by the filmmaker and other forces (the press, 
cinephiles), the biographical legend can determine how we 
"should" read the films and the career We do not come 
innocent to the films, and Dreyer's legend can shape bow 
we regard thenft- 

By now, the outline of that legend is clear enough: 
Dreyer as the one incorruptible director: the man whose 
commitment was to art, not business; the director who. 
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a ter Jeanne if Arc would make only films he wanted to 
make, even if that meant he lacked Support for the films he 
wanted most to make. Such a legend asks us to see 
Dreyer 1 s films, especially the Eater ones, as purely expres¬ 
sive objects, works of the filmmaker who would not com¬ 
promise' his personal vision. Our task is not to puncture 
this legend r as if we could replace it with an easy truth, 
but rather to analyze the legend's historical and aesthetic 
functions. 

We need to pose three sorts of questions. First,, we need 
to specify the situation to which the biographical legend 
responded, What concrete circumstances confronted the 
filmmaker when he entered the realm of film production? 
We need, not go as far as Shklovsky's claim that "the 
creator is simply the geometrical point of intersection of 
forces operating outside of him" 3 in order to propose that 
Dreyer entered an objectively constituted situation in 
which economic, social, and aesthetic forces operated. 
Secondly, we can ask what difficulties the artist identifies 
in his or her historical situation. What are the stale mate¬ 
rials, the outworn habits, the cliches which the artist seizes 
upon? We are not asking whether the artist's view of the 
situation is correct in some absolute sense, only whether 
that view coheres with the biographical legend. Thirdly, we 
Can See that legend as d struggle with Contemporary norms. 
How does the filmmaker see bis or her work as altering 
the historical situation, transforming standard tied mate¬ 
rials? We should not expect a simple transmission of influ¬ 
ences but a dynamic action njm contemporary practice 
by the artist’s work, As Yuri Tynvmov suggests of literature: 
Wfren people tort; fffwuf ‘'literary tradition " or "suores- 
5 fan " , , , they rrsrrfl% Imagine a kind of straight lino 
joining pi younger irpmsL'Frffffrne of a given branch with sm 
older one. /Is if hapfwns, though, things are much more 
wmplex tfmn that. It is not a matter of continuing on a 
Straight line, toi# rather turf of setting out and pushing off 
frmi a given point—a struggle. . . . Each instance of 
literary succession is first and foremost a struggle involv¬ 
ing a destruction of the old unity and a unr caiisfrtfctfa?) 
oui of the old dements. A 

Dreyer's biographical legend seeks to clear a space for it¬ 
self, and in so doing is, must dislodge, rearrange, and con¬ 
test certain dominant models. 

The chief problem which Dreyer identified fringed 
upon film's status as an art. For Lumiere, Melies, even 
Feuillade, this problem did not exist. But for those men 


and women who entered film directing in the second dec¬ 
ade of the century, the issue was serious, with implications 
for both production practice and aesthetic theory. How 
could a medium so obviously mass-produced, so depen¬ 
dent upon a mass audience, and so ruled by commerce 
offer the individual a chance lo express an artistic vision? 
How could a medium so tied to pulp literature and melo¬ 
drama ever become one of the "high arts"? 

That Dreyer saw the problem in this light is shown by 
his reiterated attack upon mass ■production filmmaking. 
One particularly strident passage stands out. In ,1931, as 
the Hollywood production system was completing its eco¬ 
nomic standardi/ahori, Dreyer claimed that the increased 
Specialization of the American cinema made it impossi¬ 
ble for a film to be one man's work. Individual creativity 
was channeled into a bureaucracy of departments, "a com¬ 
plicated and totally impersonal 'administration.' " Pro¬ 
duction demanded adherence to a factory schedule: "To 
make a bad film is a very slight crime as compared to ex¬ 
ceeding by one hour the work plan of the holy 'Organiza¬ 
tion/ *** The terms of this critique appear banal now, we 
are no longer shocked to leam that standard monopoly- 
capital techniques such as division of labor and intensifica¬ 
tion of the working day were soon applied to the cinema 
industry. But fur many directors who began work around 
1910, and who sought to make the cinema an art, the con¬ 
flict between film as art work and as commodity presented 
a fresh, difficult problem. Perhaps a Dane would sense the 
difficulty with a special keenness: large-scale' industrializa¬ 
tion came very late to Denmark (some historians argue for 
as late a date as 1B90), and the remains of a craft tradition 
would have been apparent to a young man of Dreyer r s 
age." In any event, Dreycr's biographical legend sought to 
solve the problem of art in mass production at two levels: 
that of production practice find that of aesthetic pro¬ 
nouncements. Neither solution is reducible to a simple or 
direct cause for the films, but both must be specified if we 
are to understand the historical dynamic of Dreyer's career. 

CRAFTSMAN AND ARTIST (1919-1927) 

Between 1910 and 1930, production offered several possible 
work situations to the filmmaker. 

1. Within the industry the director could be under con¬ 
tract to a firm. This was the most common solution. 

7. In a significant variant of the first op lion, the director 
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could contract ham or herself to an ’’artistic" wing of a 
firm. For complex reasons, after World War I both 
France and Germany developed avowedly "advanced" 
cadres within the industry. Examples would be the 
German filmmakers who worked in the Deda-Bioskop 
unit of Ufa or the French Impressionist filmmakers in 
their work for Pat he and Gaumont. 

3, The director could work independently by forming a 
production company financing the him by whatever 
means possible and hiring facilities or players from 
major firms. Examples would be the films made by 
L/Herbier and Epstein in the late 1920s, 

4, The director could join a group making films outside 
the industry for specific artistic or political ends. This 
solution was chosen by the groups who made Surrealist 
films like L« Mysteries de Chateau du Dc or leftist films 
like Kultle Wampe. 

DreyeTs career constitutes a varied series of solutions with 
respect to these possibilities. Mover wealthy himself, he 
could drum up private financing for only one film (Vampyr). 
He refused the position of avant-garde artist or political 
filmmaker, In. his early career. Drove r took the first 
option and simply worked unde r contract with an industry. 
When that solution was no longer tenable, he sought other 
production possibilities, Although he tested the possibility 
of working within an '’artistic" segment of a major firm, 
by the end of the silent era he had settled on a fifth solution 
to the problem of the artist in relation to industrial film - 
making. 

Paradoxically, the director who condemned commercial 
film production began by working for the second moat pro¬ 
lific studio of his day Ole Olsen's Nnrdisk Films Kom- 
pagni. it might seem that a country the size of Denmark 
could not sustain a huge film enterprise, but in its golden 
age Nordisk commanded an enormous market. By owning 
theatres, making films quieklv and cheaply, and exploiting 
popular subjects and genres, Olsen's firm became the 
center of the domestic film trade At its peak (around 1913) 
Nordisk retained fourteen hundred hdl-time workers. The 
company either absorbed its chief competitors or drove 
them out of business by luring away their personnel. In 
1911 Mordisk produced 77 of the 99 films made in Den¬ 
mark: in 1912 it made 193 out of 160. 7 The company's 
greatest strength, however, lay in its flourishing export 
business, Olsen's- films were widely distributed in Ger¬ 


many (where the company owned a circuit of theatres), 
France, England, and the United States. With control of 
domestic resources and an expanding international mar¬ 
ket, Nordisk was able in 190 to garner profits of l,20O r CXXl 
kroner, its gll-time high." 

In large part, the firm owed its success to its willingness 
to appeal to a mass public, Since film was now primarily an 
entertainment business, it became evident that cinema 
could profitably exploit narrative, In 1910, after Foforama'S 
successful White Slave Trade ran forty minutes in length, 
Nordisk began turning out much longer films, which vir¬ 
tually assured the dominance of narrative cinema over 
other modes. Thereafter, Nordisk developed several popu¬ 
lar genres—the crime film, the romantic melodrama, and 
the chase farce—while also copying the American Western 
and the historical epic. The company’s specialty genres 
were the so-called nobility film, which, dealt with the pec¬ 
cadillos of the upper class, and the "Bohemian" film, laced 
with the exoticism of apaches, artists, and circus perform - 
ers, The formulaic nature of the Nordisk genres may be 
gauged by the firm's widely publicised "rules for screen¬ 
writers/' one of which commands: "The plot shall take 
place in the present and deal with 'elevated society,' Pieces 
which deal with the lower classes and with farmers will 
not be accepted.’"" 

The Danish cinema also relied upon adaptations. Nor¬ 
disk adapted works by Dumas, Dickens, Shakespeare, and 
other writers of international popularity, as much out of the 
need to retain a worldwide market as out of respect for 
literary values. Tins strategy, a contemporary account tells 
us, "is supported by the cultivated strata of society and the 
press. A film made from a famous work is certain to receive 
an attentive acceptance, even from those who ordinarily 
consider themselves opposed to film." 10 The remark sug¬ 
gests that adaptations sought to restrain censorship and 
draw the upper and middle classes to cinema. In parallel 
fashion, Nordisk also assured itself of a certain cultural 
esteem by hiring celebrated stage actors to perform :n its 
adaptations, 11 

Tins industry's demand for narrative material brought 
■,n Carl-Theodor Dr ever. A journalist specializing in avia¬ 
tion pieces, courtroom reports, and witty sketches of celeb¬ 
rities, he composed three scripts for a small firm in the 
years 1912-13. He then went over to Mordisk Films as a 
part-time worker in 1913. What problems did he define in 
these circumstances? Guided by his later aversion to 
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Actors Liking ,1 break in the courtyard of tin. 1 Nurilisk studio, circa 1913. 


mass-production filmmaking., we ought to pay attention to 
how Nordisk divided production labor. 

Drey er entered studio film production at an early phase 
of rationalo-ation: the planning stage (scripting) and the 
execution stage (filming) had been separated, but tiledivi 
siern of labor was not as precise as it would become, So his 
duties overlapped somewhat. - fine task was that of writ 


ing in ter titles. Since a film's "script" might be only a 
synopsis pitted down in pencil, the director would freely 
improvise white shooting the scene. Only after the filming 
were dialogue or expository titles composed and insetted. 
Dreyer's second duty, related to title wriling, was film cut¬ 
ting. Again, this job was hardly what it is now Since most 
scenes were filmed in a single shot, cutting came tu little 
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more than weeding out bad takes, assembling the footage 
in an intelligible order, and inserting the titles- Dreyer J s 
third and most important function was that of literary con¬ 
sultant. Nordisk had nothing on the scale of the story de¬ 
partment which Hollywood would develop a few years la 
ter; someone had to supervise scriptwriting. Working with 
other authors in a discarded gypsy wagon on the Nordisk 
lot, Dreyer sifted through submitted manuscripts, wrote 
original scripts, obtained film rights to current literary 
material and adapted novels and plays to Him, Dreyer's 
name appears in the credits of twenty Nordisk films be¬ 
tween 19n and 1419, hut doubtless he worked uncredited 
on many more. In such circumstances, the beginning; of 
Preyerfo career defined his labor within a literary, narrative 
conception of cinema. 

■'A marvelous school," Dreyer later called these five 
years of literary' work. 1 - 1 Apparently, the pupil's lessons 
were acceptable to his superiors. Although only two of his 
scripted films survive, each one is a characteristic Nordisk 
product, fljwiftmciis Hcwmdighed (The Pavilion Mystery; Karl 
Mantzius, 1914) is a thriller full of tvhat Danes called 
"sensations"—robberies, abductions, trapdoors, secret 
laboratories—culminating in an explosion. Of no interest 
with respect to Dreyer's own filmy, this work shows that 
he was able to accept the confines of the Nordisk }wliciere 
genre. Ned Med Vaahtieae (Surrender Anns; Holder Madsen, 
1914) is altogether different, made from a "literary classic." 
Almost immediately after he was hired, Dreyer obtained 
the rights to Perthe von Sutimer's moralizing pacificist 
novel. The film trades on the literary status of the source by 
beginning with von Suttner at her desk starting to write 
the Story we shall sue. Carefully designed for neutrality 
(tfi l■ soldiers wear unidentifiable uniforms), Nid Mo! Vaalr- 
ntrv was an international success, even though it was re¬ 
leased after the beginning of World War I. It is likely that 
the film spawned the many didactic antiwar films through 
which Nordisk hoped to regain its crumbling international 
market. The value which the firm placed on Dreycr's spe¬ 
cialized literare abilities may be gauged by the fact that in 
191.?, he began full-time work for Nordisk at 4,200 kroner 
per year plus commissions, when thy average wage for a 
Danish workman was 1,400 kroner per year. IJ 

However harmonious Dreyer 1 s working situation might 
have been in manv respects, wc must be alert for the 
particular difficulties which an artist identifies. True, by 
1912 the Danish film firms had not been thoroughly 


rationalized, t he overlapping nature of Drover's Nordisk 
duties probably introduced him to several phases of the 
production process, and surviving memos from one proj¬ 
ect (GWens Dag, 1916) suggest a relatively collaborative 
work situation. Nevertheless, Dreyer's powers were cir¬ 
cumscribed. As a scriptwriter, he worked under genre and 
censorship limitations, and he would have seen his work 
altered or .scrapped at later phases of production. Asa ti- 
tler, lie would have foamed how footage mold be replaced 
by an all-inclusive intertitle. He saw huw cutting COu Id be¬ 
come thoroughly routine; he later recalled that for an 
ftOO-meter film a director would shoot only B5Q meters. 15 
He would have seen how each reel had to be cut to end 
on a thrilling note, so that the audience would be held dur¬ 
ing reul changes. 3 * In all. Dreycr's job would have shown 
him how Nordisk ran according to factory-management 
principles. 

Indeed, during Dreyer's years there, Nordisk became 
much more economically rationalized World War! put an 
end to what was called at the time the "golden age" of 
Danish film. 17 Though 1913 had been a record year tor 
Nordisk, succeeding years saw the company plunged into 
a steady decline. Despite Denmark's neutrality, the war 
wiped out many of the foreign markets on which Nordisk 
depended. Russia and France banned Danish films as 
pm-Germanic. 1B In 1916 Nordisk was forced to close its 
American office. In 1917 lire new firm of Ufa bought up 
Nordisk's German theatre chain. 19 Lavishly produced "big 
films' ‘—beg inning with Atlantis (1913), and including fb.r 
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A tenia (19 L7) and The Sky Ship (1918)—failed to recapture an 
international public now more interested in American 
films- Nordisk production plum met ted: 123 films in 1916, 61 
films in 1917, 44 films in 191 ft, 39 in 1919.. and ft in 1920.^The 
result was a severe tightening of production spending- On 
the way to locations, actors had to ride in third-class com¬ 
partments; tardy actors were fined two krone]' or more. 21 
The Danish film school was in the awkward position of 
preparing its graduates for foreign employment; "abroad r 
students can earn twenty lo thirty marks per day, but Nor¬ 
disk will pay only five kroner per day.'”- Thus began an 
exodus of talent that all but emptied Nordisk. Asia Nielsen 
and her director-husband Urban Gad had left before the 
war, and between 191-1 and 1920 some of the firm's biggest 


stars went elsewhere. August Blom, in a 1917 letter to 
Olsen, traced the firm's decline to economic causes: the 
business necessitated a certain number of films, but most 
of them shouldn't have been made; the end came with "the 
beginning of the factory-manufacture of films,' 1 '-' 

So at Nordisk Dreyer could not have been unaware of 
the demands of commercial film production. Given these 
demands, could one create art works as traditionally con¬ 
ceived? Et was clear to him that only the director's rote 
vie Id ed enough control over the production process to 
make a film a work of art. Obviously in Denmark the direc¬ 
tor was still somewhat constrained. At Nordisk the director 
had to answer to two men: the producer. Ha raid Frost, and 
the studio manager, Wilhelm Staahr, who made budgetary' 
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Allrus! Sfkim directs in shirtsleeves at Nordisk, circa 1U12. 
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decisions. Of coarse, shooting had to be as cheap and fast 
as possible, The director might explain the scene to the cast 
in advance, but he ivould probably not hold rehearsals. 
During filming, the director would coach the actors ("Shut 
the door! Turn left!") and since the actors probably did not 
know the lines they were to speak, the director would feed 
them the dialCgUfi- When the scene whn finished, the tr$W 
ivould run, :n and pull down the sets. Carpenters would 
slide the new sets into place, and actors would breathlessly 
change costume. 24 

Impromptu as it seems, the director's job remained in¬ 
completely defined,: because production tasks had not been 
as strictly assigned as they would later be, certain areas of 
artistic control remained open, Since the script was often 
little more than a precis, dialogue could be prepared by the 
director. Sets were furnished from warehouses, antique 
stores, and studio prop rooms, and the director could take 
as much hand in this as he cared to. In addition, he usually 
had authority to Cast the film. He could supervise tile 
cameraman's lighting Scheme. Even the rough-£lhd-ready 
shooting style could be turned to the director’s benefit in 
the control it offered over acting style and tempo. Such 
latitude in this rote led Urban Cad to conclude that despite 
the intervention of many workers, "mine is mure decisive 
in relation to the value of ttii 1 work than the director 
i:H. , , , The director's spirit stilt permeates whuHfc dune.'" 5 

‘The saying goes." wrote Dreyer to Frost in October 
hi 17, "that when a man has been in one post for five years, 
one must either advance him or get rid of him, I wonder if 
my five years are not over?"-*' Drover chose an opportune 
moment, since directors had been leaving Nordisk as 
quickly as had actors. By 3919, August BJoni and A. VV. 
Sandberg were the only major directors Still working for 
the company; the others had gone to Germany or to other 
Danish firms, Bv Hie spring of 191B, Drover had been pro¬ 
moted to thy rank of director. 

Dwyer's first film, Tire President, enabled him to v:-;pand 
and exploit some regions of freedom within the director's 
role, I k 1 was able to select the source and write his own 
script, since he had bought the rights to t.mil Francos's 
novel when he was a literary consultant. The script 
adhered to Nordisk's genre of the upper-class melodrama. 
(Studio manager St*hr is reported to have praised Th<- 
President as "a good old-fashioned nobility film.")- 7 Al¬ 
though Dreyer selected the performers, acting took a back 
seat: "1 lei the actors do what they liked — 1 was more in¬ 


terested in the composition of the image."- 1 * With an as¬ 
sistant, he planned the sets in detail, Instead of letting a 
subordinate routinely order decor from a warehouse, be 
searched for the furnishings himself. J,f In sum, Dreyer 
sought an unusual degree of coni rot over the Ftosv-L'Ff-sd’prv- 
VVhen The President was. finished in 1918, he refused to at¬ 
tend the screening scheduled for Nordisk producers: J, M.v 
work t ,h too dear to me and ton seriously meant fur me to be 
bothered by listening to two different and unimportant 
opinions/'- 1 " The salaried literary consultant now- disdains 
the opinions of his employers, forfeits the role of assem¬ 
bly-line worker, and claims the film as his own. 

The production of lours .feme Selim's Hmk permitted 
Dreyer to define the extreme edge of the problem of mak¬ 
ing a work of art in the film industry. Although executive* 
viewed the project as an attempt to regain Nordfek's 
former glory.' 3 Dreyer expected opposition: "Manager 
Shehr, in his unremitting hatred fur evervthing youthful 
and new . , . will doubtless blindly persecute [A. W_] 
Sandberg and me ." 3 2 After St it hr accepted hi* budget of 
120,000 kroner, Dreyer immersed himself in preparations 
for the film. He looked forward to searching out furnish¬ 
ings and designing the sets: "There will be a lot of work in 
fending drawings and photographs in the libraries (a mat¬ 
ter I will fake care of myself)."- 1 -" 1 But after three months of 
rewriting the script {over the original scenarist's pm tests), 
selecting the cast and crew, and researching the film, 
Dreyer declared that he would have to raise his budget to 
240,000 kroner. Nordisk responded that it could provide 
only 150,01)1). Dreyer wrote to Stic hr [hat fur that amount 
ho could not make a film, "in strictest regard to art" and he 
cast doubt nn the producers' ability in judge the situation. 
In his preparations, Dreyer saw himself as seeking to con¬ 
trol the entire production process: 

J daresay t/rnf I can arpue that rretw /fas such prepmatonf 
uv>rk fevjj done hr this ccmoj l rjy. and pm/wD/if .'jeerr be/nre 
/fits a directin'been as prepared for directing w I m Finn 1 . 
Is ail thin not enough So convince the General Manager? 
Did ipts tell hint that the hietek p.ys, the gtutwa fowl, and 
the mofiki'yS- which I $halt Jj.se jiJrrrCtfrrfc 1 IN Jjj/iy Skid al¬ 
ready fo'CJr rescroifi hr famtim/? IkcVi VOU fold fJre Gcjj- 
L'nrf AfiTFrayi.'?" that t have Actiniit’d ail veer firren hr Order fa 
find original Southern fjiJ-opoirrs as c-.rtms jjj rrrw Sp-atrA/s 
story and that I have gotten cremfeidi/ rrrumiry le find 
Finns for my Finnish story? , . . Hirr^c yen told dre Geu- 
erat Manager frnu 1 J /raw I 1 ecu siffmy hr the library for 
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months seeking out every detail of M\f Si’Cs? J have left 
nothing to others; J haw taken care of everything myself. 
Doesn't all this demonstrate that my goal is higher than 
that of making a film-product?” 

If Dreyer said Nordisk should part, he warned, the reason 
would be that "Nordisk Films Kompagni wants Eo make a 
film-product (which in my eyes is the same as a bad film) 
while my goal h the film tela felt sols standards/ 

Nordisk's response, which came from Ole Olsen hmv 
sett, exemplifies the problem which Dnever confronted. 
“Ay the company's economic leader, (I] cannot take the re¬ 
sponsibility h )r making the company run such a financial 
risk and allot so much to a single film. 1 also daresay that I 
am in a better position than you to judge how far we can 
extend ourselves in that regard. ,, , You have obligated 
yourself to comply with our economic regulations.'^ 
Olsen would offer no more than 150,000 kroner. On 25 
March 1919,. Dreyer gave in. "Circumstances of course do 
not allow me to expose myself to a suit involving 70,000 to 
•100.000 kroner. I accede, therefore, to the will of the Gen¬ 
eral Manager and agree to make the fllan just as you 
wanted ■ But at the same time" he added, "I solemnly deny 
any responsibility for the finished film,"-' 17 The next day 
Olsen notified Dreyer (hat he would be withdrawn from 
Livkvs. Dreyer wrote back to assert that he had not re¬ 
signed from the film and, now realizing that he must give 
up any idea of Jus film, he accepted a budget of 150,000 
kroner. Olsen urged Dreyer to start shooting. 3 * 

Even after Lewes was completed, Dreyer's conception 
of art continued to clash with mass-production methods, 
He learned that for the premiere in Oslo the theatre staff 
had cut and accelerated the film so that its original running 
time of two hours was reduced to ninety minutes. Attach¬ 
ing letters from a friend and an Oslo projectionist attesting 
to the "scandalous" screening, Dreyer wrote Frost a letter 
mixing pleas with indignation: 

jfjf h, ffuM, effijic humiliating for Nordisk Films and 
ijrrife dryreusing for t/iilSc or uS i£ r Jn) have sacrificed Six 
months or a year to produce a worthy work for our firm to 
find thai shot smut' ffmr does jraf Irflif the pciuvr furri fire 
ability la protect nu#* Jiwk iurtf, yes. apparently lacks even 
any interest in doing so. My request to _ytm r Mr. Frusf, is 
that you do wrrr port to that tin; (dm here at home will 
a\mt; out m a respectable fvnn and that m« imfwrtant 

changes will fir made nr if unless l am amsulird .- VJ 


We may surmise that it seemed extraordinary; and extraor¬ 
dinarily fruitless, for a Nordisk filmmaker to seek to control 
how Inis film was projected in another country 

Leaves from Saian'$ Book was Drover's last film for Nor¬ 
disk, Several factors doubtless led to his leaving: Neer- 
gaard has suggested that Leews deviated too much from 
Nordisk policy; Dreyer claimed that when Olsen putt (in 
1923), the firm was dying; the Danish film industry as a 
whole was not prospering; more generally. Denmark was 
suffering monetary instability, pr.ee fluctuations and 
steeply rising unemployment. 4 " But the most pertinent ar¬ 
tistic reason in that Dreyer was unable to solve the problem 
which he had defined: how tn make an art work in the 
context of mass production. 

Dreyer" s career in the W20s added a fifth alternative to 
the list which I proposed earlier. Directors did not need to 
pledge themselves permanently to a single firm, not even 
to an "artistic wing" of that firm; but neither did they have 
to be independently financed. A director might operate on 
a fiJm-by-film basis, working on a single project fora single 
company on whatever terms might be acceptable. The 
filmmaker could then move to another firm, perhaps even 
in another country. Although this solution is common now, 
it was rare in the early da vs of monopoly film production. 
This alternative made Dreyer an international traveler. Be¬ 
tween 1920 and 1926, he made seven, films in five countries, 
and no two films for the same firm—a situation which 
could hardly have made him feel financially secure. But in 
return the artist was independent. 

He seized upon precedents for that independence. 
There was Griffith, the paradigm of the autonomous direc¬ 
tor. There was Sjbslrbm, who "was perhaps the first in 
Scandinavia to realize that one cannot manufacture films if 
they are to have at least some cultural value." 43 Above all 
there was another Dane, Benjamin Christensen, ten years 
Dreyer's senior. In 1913, at the peak of Nordisk's success, 
Christensen had taken over the tiny firm Dansk Biograf- 
kompagni, where he directed and starred in two striking 
films: HrcMysfenbiis X (1913) and Night of Revenge (1915). In 
early 1920, fresh from the battle over Leaves from Satan's 
ft nek, Dreyer saw Christensen as a man fighting to work 
independently of commercial constraints. "In Denmark, 
films have always been manufactured. It created a positive 
sensation when a man appeared—Benjamin Christensen 
— who did not manufacture h.i§ films but worked them 
out with care and affection for every little detail." 42 To 


right 
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seek influences amid all these figures would miss the 
point. What Dreyer read in the careers of Griffith, Sjostmm, 
and Christensen was a craft heritage opposed to the 
reutinized labor of "manufacturing film-products." Such 
a vision of artistic autonomy was already nostalgic in 1920. 
Nevertheless, Dreyer declared his faith in the film artisan, 
the creator who made one film from top to bottom, seeing 
it through every phase of the production process. 

The conception of the director as artisan shaped pro¬ 
duction habits which would, remain constant throughout 
Dreyer's career Every film rested upon a mountain of pre¬ 
paratory research. He would accumulate files of notes. 
Clippings, and photographs. Pictures of costumes, furni¬ 
ture, settings, paintings, and statues would later be used to 
show the staff and cast the sort of images he wanted. Pre- 
ben Thomsen recalls that for Matter Dreyer collected mate¬ 
rial "as if in preparation fora thesis." 43 To avoid a mechani¬ 
cal split between scripting and shooting phases, Dreyer's 
scenarios never mentioned camera positions and set de¬ 
tails: he would make these choices during filming. He wor¬ 
rit’d over minutiae that most directors would leave tq the 
crew. "Every night l prepare my work for the next day. it is 
very important to do this, ticca use ii is only then that you 
know your actors and you know- the settings exactly and 
how they are placed and where the armchair is, etc." 44 
Later in this chapter we shall see how Dreyer's work with 
actors determined the regimen of shooting; at this point, It 
is enough to note that after Leaws from Satan's Book , part of 
his biographical legend included work methods which re¬ 
jected the ordinary division of production labor. 

Dreyer's view of the director as artisan also explains the 
bewildering variety his film work during the 1920s. Al¬ 
though there was some continuity of cast and crew (he 
tended to use the same set designer, Jens G, Lind, and 
favored Johannes Meyer and Mathilda? Nielsen as players), 
he was on the whole isolated, hopscotching from country 
to country, working free-lance. Economic conditions fa¬ 
vored traveling, Thu silent cinema gave directors relative 
freedom to work in foreign countries. More important, the 
European film industry had been shaken by the postwar 
invasion of American films. Such unsettled conditions 
gave birth to hopeful small firms, and set large firms 
searching for something which would compete with the 
Hollywood product. During the 1920s, Drcycr was able to 
synchronize his urges for independence with the goals of 
the European cinema. 


In some circumstances he was able- to avoid monopoly 
filmmaking altogether. There were many small firms on 
the fringes of the big companies, In 1921 be made The S%- 
matized Ones for the tiny Primus film of Berlin, using a cast 
composed primarily of Russian emigre actors. Tire firm 
seems never to have made another film. The following 
spring found Dreyer back in Denmark, where the theatre 
owner Sophus Madsen had formed a company to produce 
a new version of Once upon a T rine, which Dreyer shot that 
summer, for Victoria Film of Oslo Dreyer made The Bride of 
Glomdai in the summer of 1925, but the Norwegian film in¬ 
dustry was marginal, turning out only two or three films a 
year, Even the Danish firm Palladium, which by 1925 had 
surpassed Nordisk, was hardly a major force: its product 
consisted almost wholly of a popular comedy series, and Li 
employed only one director permanently, So it was un¬ 
usual for Palladium to sponsor Dreyer's Thou Shalt Honor 
Thy Wife in 1925. During these productions, he was able to 
follow some of his most characteristic habits, especially the 
collection and scrutiny of pictures pertaining to the given 
film's milieu, and the construction of ambitious, Sets (a 
Russian village for T?re Stigmatized Ones, an apartment 
complete with functioning plumbing, lighting, and heating 
for TfitMf Shalt Hcwror Thy Wife)- At times. It Seems, Dreyer 
Sought out firms which could not have hired him on a reg¬ 
ular basis. 

On two occasions, Dreyer did work for large-scale film 
companies. In 1919 Svensk Ftlrmnduslrl launched an at¬ 
tempt to compete with American production. As part of its 
international campaign, it bought studio facilities in Hel* 
lerup, the filmmaking suburb of Copenhagen, and en¬ 
gaged BenyimLn Christensen and Dreyer. During 1920 
Christensen worked in 1 lellerup on fiaxan (The Witch, also 
known as Witchcraft through the Ages) while Dreyer went to 
Sweden to film The Parson's A'a/nre. In an essay titled 
"Swedish Film," Dreyer records a hope that Sweden, hav¬ 
ing overtaken Denmark, would also surpass Hollywood: 

1 'Sweden has fur the time being every' chance of keeping, 
fora long time to come, the leading position it has won" 4 * 
Given Svensk Filmindustri's ambitions, the firm might 
well have retained Christensen and Dreyer, along with 
Sfostrom and Stiller, but it seems likely that Dreyer, or 
Svensk, or both, were unwilling to continue their alliance 
in the face of a declining market. 

More like the Leaves from Scrftm's ftooJr tangle were 
Dreyerfo relations with a second big firm. In 192.4 Dreyer 
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A production still from Benjamin Christensen's 
Witchcraft through tin ■ Ages (1420). 

completed M Ichael tor the mighty Ufa of Berlin. Like Nor- 
disk and Svensk, Ufa held a near-monopoly in domestic 
film commerce but still watched the American advance 
nervously: Engaging Dreyer seems to have been part of a 
strategy to internationalize Ufa's directorial personnel. 
(The firm had already hired Christensen a year before.) 
Under Erich Pommer's supervision, Dreyer shot Michael 
for Detla-Bioskop, the ''artistic'' wing of Ufa that also pro¬ 
duced Lang'sMflfcwse and Niehehnigai films, and Murnau's 
Scftfass Vogelod. Dreyer thereby found a good deal of the 
autonomy which he had sought: 

For tfre a^riscfcwfwtfs film director, Pommer was the 
ideal producer. Once a deers ion was made on major prob¬ 
lems, such as script, cast top, sets, etc., he would mtf 
interfere with the director's work. blow mid then heieould 
ccrrre to the set and if awn/thing tuns all right he smiled 
brightly, In artistic questions, he easily yielded ft? sow rid 
prgiojjcpjfs .™ 

During the shooting of Michael, there was the prospect that 
Dreyer mi girt make another film for Pommer. But after 
was completed, a dispute arose when Pommer 
changed the film's ending without Dreyeris approval, 4JI Al¬ 
though the evidence is sketchy, it seems likely that the con¬ 
troversy led to Dreyer’s leaving Ufa. 


The pattern is evident. Dreyer either avoided working 
for monopoly firms Ot worked for such firms only when he 
could gel considerable directorial control over the project. 
The eclecticism of these films—open-air comedies and ro¬ 
mances in the Sjdstrdm tradition, kammerspietfilms ("chamber- 
play films''), adaptations of popular plays—constitute an 
attempt to turn to artistic advantage the different work¬ 
ing situations offered by different cultures. By 1927 Dreyer 
had found a project commensurate with his demands. 
[ he success of Thou Shall Honor Thy Wife in Paris prompted 
the Societe Generak 1 de Films to contract witli him to Jihti 
Jeanne d'Arc f for which he was given a large budget and 
L i free hand. He had avoided the pitfall of Hollywood, 
where (as the fates of Sjdstrdm and Christenson showed) 
one couldn't do anything really personal-1 Ee hud Succeeded 
in becoming the craftsman with control of the production 
process and the artist who was creating films instead of 
manufacturing them. 

ON THE MARGINS OF FILM PRODUCTION 
( 1928 - 1968 ) 

At the end of the 1920s.. Dreyer's independence was well 
hv nchrOTii/cd with opportunities in the industry. Dr Aissfon 
iff Jeanne d'Arc , financed by a consortium, and Vampyr, fi¬ 
nanced by an individual, concluded the first twelve years 
of his directorial career, Subsequent decades would reveal 
some problems inherent in the role of free-lance director. 

La RwsfeJ.i de Jeanne tVAre was backed by forces larger 
than any mere film company, Tn an attempt to check the 
spread of American films through the European market, 
there were many attempts to create international produc¬ 
tion firms. One such consortium was "Westi, 1 ' founded by 
the German industrialists Vladimir Wengeroff and Hugo 
Sfinnes, Wengeroff explained VVesti's purpose: 

in eirrfr European country, there should appear every year 
one or hen jvrfectly directed films, whose subjects will be 
found in celebrated life retry masterpieces or composed spe¬ 
cially by ejrr of the great national writers: the href artists 
must offer jh I/?fs work the best of their talents , and every 
jUrh^rWc Hrlisfie cure ??zr-rsf surround fJrf Creation iff such a 
film. . . The costs of one of these films will be betuven 
$150,000 wtd $200,000,™ 

West! was the principal backer of the Societe Generate de 
Films, a firm founded by the Duke d'Avon. Although Westi 
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eventually dissolved, the Societe Generals? was able to cun- 
timjt:. Apparently still adhering to the Westi plan of pro¬ 
ducing prestigious films, the Bnciote Generate financed 
Ntifwlwij t'h jwir AM Giim*. Epstein's f uns Tcrrec,- Maurice 
Tourneur's LEquifmgc, and Lu ftefufl dt Jcaum* d'Arc. In 
making the him, Dreyer was given what he later called "a 
free hand, . . . I did absolutely what I wan Led"-" 

But the financial failure of U ftissirtH de Jciirwc d'Arc cut 
short Drover's cosmopolitan freedom. Although he liad 
been commissioned to make another film tor the Societe 
Generate. the firm—now hurt by the losses of Gance’s 
Napoleon as well—broke its contract. Dreyer was thrown 
back on his own resources. At this time in France, patron¬ 
age filmmaking was not unusual; the Vicomte de Noailles 
financed Blood of a Poet and L'Age ti'Or. Here., for the only 
time in his life-, Dreyer made a film financed by an indi¬ 
vidual, the young Baron Nicolas de Gunzburg. Shot in a 
rundown chateau with many nonactors, Vamptfr was a 
model of independent production. It could not. however, 
guarantee Dreyer steady work. By 193-2, after ten films, he 
was confronted with the difficulty of maintaining his free¬ 
dom in a changing European film industry 

The "holy organization" against which Dreyer had 
railed in 1931 now dominated filmmaking in virtually every 
country. After the coming of sound, monopoly control of 
filmmaking sharply increased. Sound patents and tech¬ 
nological! priorities forced small firms out of business and 
increased consolidations. In the silent cinema, a poly¬ 
lingual filmmaker could move from country to -court ny. 
but sound encouraged the hardening of national boun¬ 
daries. Dreyer s problematic position at this lime is 
dramatized by the necessity of making three versions of 
Viitrifnfr (French, German, and English). With a reputation 
for being a fi nan dal risk and a tenacious commitment to 
directorial control, Dreyer became not only independent 
but also unemployable- After Vjri???p:ev he did not complete 
a film for ten years. 

9 s 

F«r tin; rest uf tits lji-l-l *, from 191-2 lo J968, Dreyer was 
marginal to world, film production. He was able to make 
films only in up usual economic circumstances. In 1936 lie 
began Mjidtdidtr with Italian and French backing, but after 
months in Somalia, he ijuit the project, blaming the pro¬ 
ducers for hiring an inappropriate actress to play the 
heroine. The complaint starts to sound familiar: "The men 
who sat in Baris supervising things from a distance made it 
impossible for me to finish the film on which I had done all 


the important preparation."*® By now the biographical 
legend is mature. 

After Mudumia, Dreyer faced several alternative 
sources of financing. One possibility was government sub¬ 
sidy and during the 1940s, be made several short docu¬ 
mentaries under Danish government sponsorship. But in 
general, work was available only when a national film in¬ 
dustry decided to invest in what was- called in the 1910s a 
"prestige picture" and what later became known as the* 
"aft film" 

Dai/ nf Wrath provides u typical example. When the 
German invasion of Denmark in 1940 cut off the importa¬ 
tion of American and French films, the Danish film indus¬ 
try had to produce more films for domestic consumption, 
Dreyer still had thoughts of working outside Denmark, but 
in the absence of any foreign offers, he seems to have 
sensed an opportunity: "Now with all the waterways 
closed and all the borders blocked, I wondered how 1 could 
get involved in film again.”- 51 After making a short gov¬ 
ernment documentary to show that he could still duett, 
Dreyer submitted a script to Nord-.sk, Nordisk hesitated, 
but Palladium accepted, and Dreyer was given a free hand 
in production. I le devoted himself entirely to the project. 
3 le moved to l lellerup to be near the studio and worked 
well into the night after each day's shooting, The terms 
have not changed since Loii'cs' “I always concentrate com¬ 
pletely on the work, ... I have been involved in every 
single detail." 53 

Vet after Dni/ of Wrath, no contract was forthcoming. 
During a visit tt.i Copenhagen, the Swedish producer C A. 
Dymling offered Dreyer the opportunity to make a film in 
Stockholm. Dymlthg bought a play which Dreyer wanted 
to film, but the result, 'Tim Ihyste (1945), was so embar¬ 
rassing that it plaved nnly two da vs in Sweden. Even this 
project Isas been grist for the biographical legend. Dreyer 
blamed Dyruling for assigning him actors he did not want, 
and to the end of his life he disavowed Tn\) Once, 
when asked about it, he answered curtly: "That film 
doesn't ox i si." 5 5 Dreyer's veto has succeeded: Tiro ffyjp/r 
has slipped out of sight, and we think of Onivt as the film 
following Da\) ojf WrefliS. Asa result. Drover's legend spaces 
his output into forbidding ten-year intervals, a practice 
which recalls what Robert Graft has written of Webern; 
"He limited himself to ultimate consequences and to com¬ 
posing the silence not only within a work but between one 
work and the next." 541 
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After the war. prosperity in another national cinema of¬ 
fered Dreyer a fresh opportunity. During the years I94G- 
-48, the English cinema was healthv: record numbers of 
ti]ms we’ih: being made and attendance was never higher. 
The government called for more domestic production, 
raised quotas, imposed stiff tariffs on imported films, and 
established a national financing corporation. Accompany¬ 
ing thia was a trend toward historical films and adaptations 
from English literature {Hen ry V, Hamh’t r Great E:\ifvdat jo ns, 
Otiwr Twt&t). Arthur ITIton, who was supervising the ^So¬ 
cial Denmark'" series, seems to have encouraged Diev«*f to 
Submit a proposal fc.tr jVtiiry Sfftart to Film Traders 1-td. With 
his usual thoroughness. Dreyer had researched the period, 
and he and his son had written the script in English. After 
a visit to London in 1946, he returned to Denmark hopeful, 
but prospects faded. w By 1948 the boom in the British film 
industry was over. 

Dreyer saw yet another possibility open up with his 
plans for a film of the story of Jesus. It seemed for a lime 
that he could get financing, with the help of the American 
theatre producer Blevins Davis. Throughout the early 
1950s. Drover struggled tu make the film. The timing might 
have seemed right, given the success of Biblical epics at the 
same period, but financing did nor come through. 5 '' In the 
meantime he continued to write and direct government 
documentaries, and in 1951 he was assured of a steady in¬ 
come through the award of a theatre managership.* 7 

Thu early 3950s were somewhat hopeful times for the 
Danish Iiliii industry. There had been a steady increase in 
gross ticket receipts during the preceding decade, and the 
growing art-ho use audience abroad made it possible to ex¬ 
port more Scandinavian films than at any time since 1925. 
Sunset of a Clown, Smiles of a Sjommr JVfgJrl, and A-flrss Julie 
ivere yielding Bergman and Sjdberg international reputa¬ 
tions. Furthermore, Danish production habits were conge¬ 
nial to Dreyer's methods. Crews were small, with a fairly 
loose division of Labor. The producer's rule was minimal; 
as long as the director was on schedule and under budget, 
he was generally Let alone. The director governed the edit¬ 
ing of the film. Danish production Also favored shooting 
in continuity as much us possible. 5 * In Short, when the 
chance to make a film did come along, Drover cun Id oper¬ 
ate very much as an artisan, 

In .such circumstances, Onivt became possible. The gov¬ 
ernment paid Dreyer to prepare the script, and Danish 
Cultural Film proposed the idea to lage Neilscn of Pal¬ 


ladium, who agreed tu finance the project .** Dreyer hinted 
that the subject was not the one he would have chosen; 
nevertheless, he regarded the project as preparation for the 
Christ film. 4 " 1 Ordel won acclaim for the Danish industry, 
receiving immediate international distribution and an 
award at the Venice Film Festival, Thy independent direc¬ 
tor of the-silent era had become an art-film director. 

Gertrud ended □ rover's career on a cadence stressing 
his marginal relations with production. Again financed 
by Palladium and shot and edited quickly, the film had 
some ehunoe of being wslbtecei Ved in foreign art houses. 
But wherever if appeared, Gerfnui was immediately 
denounced as tired and feeble—-a response that hurt 
Dreyer financially no less than personally. He was by now 
seventy-five and in poor health; prospective backers of the 
Christ film worried that he would not be able to complete 
such a huge project. Financial support (a characteristic mix¬ 
ture of cartel finance and Danish government subsidy) fi¬ 
nally came through only a few days before he died. 

Dreyer A biographical legend, then, placed him in a 
peripheral position with respect to the industry. He became 
an independent director, working without a long-term 
contract, seeking money for this or that project from indi¬ 
viduals or governments, and being supported by large 
firms or monopoly capital only when a moment of des¬ 
peration or affluence guaranteed him n certain auton¬ 
omy. Doubtless, being anchored in Scandinavia limited 
bis choices, since independently financed production was 
never as strongly established there as in, say, France. 
Dreyer was also, in a sense, twenty years ahead of his 
time, In 1930 his free-lance status was rare and thus pre¬ 
carious; not until 1950, with the generation of Bresson, Tati, 
Fellini, and Antonioni, could independent filmmakers sur¬ 
vive- by appealing to international audiences. 

AN AESTHETIC Ob EXPRESSIVITY 

Dreyer h biographical legend encompasses not only pro¬ 
duction practices but also a body of verbal discourse. From 
almost the beginning of his career, he published essays set¬ 
ting forth his views on cinema. When his career lagged in 
the 1930s, he took up film reviewing. The specialized press 
interviewed him repeatedly during his career. What all 
these words constructed was nut a full-blown theory of 
cinema. Rather, this literary man—ex-journalist, scenarist 
— created a body of discourse that sought to define his 
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artistic practice. Must generally, Dreyer attempted to solve 
the problems that every artist confronts—the outworn 
forms, the pertinent traditions, the ways of distinguish' 
ing one's own work. More specifically, Si is discourse" ad¬ 
dresses the problem of the art work Ln itiass-production 
filmmaking. Ay a result, bis pronouncements set Inis films 
in a particular perspective, Dreyer's aesthetic precepts are 
of little theoretical interest, but they have shaped atti¬ 
tudes toward his work. To understand the historical func¬ 
tion of the biographical legend, we must understand the 
aesthetic precepts which he defended. 

By 1920. in his view, Danish Him production as a whole 
had become cliche. 1 fe cited in particular the Nordisk no¬ 
bility films and criticized their reliance upon such melo¬ 
dramatic devices as "revolvers, jumps from the fifth floor, 
and similar sensationalisms." 4 " He accused I he film indus¬ 
try' of pandering to the masses and frightening away the 
intelligentsia. For Dreyer, melodramatic plots of physical 
action constituted outworn forms which had to be negated 
by an application of "taste and culture." 

This conception of art was conservative by standards of 
advanced twentieth-century thinking. Like the French Im¬ 
pressionists and Griffith, Dreyer held to a view which was- 
not truly contemporary with the work of Braque or Picasso, 
Schoenberg or Berg, Kafka or Apollinaire. Instead of look¬ 
ing to the avant-garde in other arts, progressive filmmak¬ 
ers skipped a generation back to Romantic and Symbolist 
conceptions of art, Vuri Tyniannv remarks, "In the struggle 
with the tether, the grandson turns out to resemble his 
grandfather."' 1 ’ 3 

Strictly speaking, Dreyer was not even contemporary 
with his contemporaries, for his thinking set him apart 
from the main tradition of silent film theory. How much 
did the cinema owe to literature and theatre? Almost noth¬ 
ing, contemporary theorists would have responded. Cin¬ 
ema was either a synthesis of all arts or an autonomous 
and pure art close to music. Either way, cinema's distinct¬ 
ness fnim theatre and literature was axiomatic. Did for 
Dreyer, cinema was only an extension of these arts. Dis¬ 
putes about the essence of cinema dealt merely with 
technique; his aesthetic proposed a return to basic human 
truths. Cinema would be narrative and, specifically, 
psychological. The filmmaker could counter the melo¬ 
drama Lie excesses of the commercial product by depicting 
profound and subtle psychological experiences. "Art shall 
represent the inner, and not the outer life,"* 0 if film seeks 


A production still from an unidentified Nordisfc 
"sensation-him'' of the 'teens. 


depth, it must draw upon the psychological arts par 
excellence- literature and theatre, Dreyer once defined a 
film as "a merging of novel and drama in tlie form of pic- 
tunes."* 4 He urged poets and novelists tu try their hands at 
cinema, and he believed that the spirit of Stanislavsky's 
theatre work should be transferred to the screen. Sjdstrbm 
was a significant director because "he began to search 
among the most outstanding works of literature.'^'' The 
man who wrote scripts and intertiiles tor Nordisk saw 
cincma as explicitly literary," and theatrical. 

With the coming of sound, Dreyer 1 s views bound the 
cinema even more closely to the theatre. Although his 
aesthetic of psychological realism rejected the exaggeration 
of theatre conventions (artificial sets, exaggerated acting),, 
he identified cinema as dependent upon stage texts. ''Since 
1 define the real sound film as a film capable of fascinating 
by its psychological content, its story, and its remarks 
alone, without help from exaggerated sound effects, musi¬ 
cal accompaniment, and inserted musical numbers, the 
psychological play is probably to be considered the most 
suitable material.' r “ 

Tn this insistence upon a theatrical cinema, two tenden¬ 
cies stand out. One is generic. To what theatrical mode will 
the genuine sound film correspond? Late in his career, 
with iiis biographical legend firmly established, Dreyer's 
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answer was invariable: "tf something links Jeanne d'Arc, 
Vumyyr, Dm/ <sf Wmlh, and Gertrud, it is the fact that little by 
little, I am coming closer and closer to tragedy,'He wrote 
of how Jeanne d'Arc and Day of Wrath met Aristotle's re¬ 
quirements for tragic unity, and expressed the belief that 
someday a filmmaker would find "the form and style ap¬ 
propriate to tragedy"*" 8 Nearly all his favorite ideas for 
projects came from tragic literature (Orestes. Light ;n Au¬ 
gust, Medea, Mourning Beamics Electro, Desire under the Elms, 
Wiuterset).^ Dreyer's esteem for the tragic genre is related 
to a second tendency in his aesthetic. He asserted that 
theatrical adaptation would raise the quality of films: "The 
films shall therefore—without losing their filmic indi¬ 
viduality—be lifted to the same artistic level as the most 
understanding theatre performances." 715 it was the good 
theatre that theatrical cinema in the tragic mode should im¬ 
itate, •' What artistic role would this theatrical cinema as¬ 
sign to thy filmmaker? It is tu> accident that the zone of 
directorial labor which escaped Nordisk's rationalization 
was seen by Dreyer as the privileged area of creativity For 
him, the film artist governed chiefly the staging, lighting, 
design, and performance of the narrative action—in short, 
the m rsc-i^i -sre.'i:', And just as Dreyer re fused to define a 
painting's style apart from its use of figures, so cinematic 
Style, in pursuit of human truth, would attend primarily to 
the person. 72 Tf cinema's mission is to be narrative and 
psychological, at the center of the medium stands the 
actor 

From DreyeTs writings, his recorded comments., and 
his day-to-day directorial practice, the actor emerges as 
the biographical legend's most explicit answer to the prob¬ 
lem of artistic values within commodity production. What 
Walter Benjamin saw as characteristic of filmmaking —the 
fact that the actor plays to a machine, and that his or her 
role is built out of many smalt bits rather than out of a con¬ 
tinuous performance-—Dreyer seeks to overcome with a 
conception of the actor as consummately human- 7J In this 
conception, a film studio could not rationalize casting,, 
since the director must intuit the actor's essence; "The 
inner similarity is the decisive issue—namely similarity in 
regard to mentality, character, and temperament,"* 4 Once 
chosen, the actor must "express' 1 '—literally, press out, 
make manifest—the inner qualities which the director 
has perceived, The director avoids the routine of mass- 
production labor by refusing to formalize performance 
tasks: Dreyer compared the director to a midwife, standing 


bv while the actor creates the performance from within, 
"out of his own artistic strengthD 7 * All the famous Dreyer 
tactics-—setting up screens around Falcone Hi, living with 
cast and crew while filming Vamp\/r, shooting jeartne it 1 Arc 
in chronological order, abjuring the use of a megaphone in 
the silent era, barring bystanders from the set, refusing to 
break down a script into shots, even developing the long- 
take shooting style of his later years—can be seen as 
specific attempts to create an intimacy, pressure, and con¬ 
centration, during the act of filming that would counter the 
routines and schedules of studio filmmaking, 7 * Dreyer be¬ 
lieved that through an almost mystical rapport with his 
players the director could transcend the mechanical con¬ 
straints of mass production. 

The sign of that transcendence, the site of human ex¬ 
pressivity would be the face. Compare these remarks: 
1920: With the coming of the facial close-up the davs of 
the grimace were over. Film had found its way to 
huma n represen ta tion. 77 

1926: Everything human is ex pressed in the face. . . , The 
face is the mirror of the soul: this must become the 
slogan of the silent era. 7 * 4 

1943: Gesture endows the face with soul, and facial ex¬ 
pression is an extra-important plus to the spoken 
word, . . . Mime is the original means of expression 
of inner experience. 7 " 

1955: There is nothing in the world that can he compared 
to the human face. It is a land one never becomes 
tired of exploring.™* 

1964: What [ seek in my films, what I want to obtain, is a 
penetration to my actors' profound thoughts by 
means of their most subtle expressions. For these 
are the expressions that reveal the character of the 
person, his unconscious feeling, the secrets that live 
in the depth of his soul. This is what interests mi 
above all, not the technique of the cinema. Hl 
For Dreyer. tine purity of facial expression makes genuine 
artistry possible in a mass-produced art. Once filmed, the 
representation, of the soul rises above the contingency of 
cinema as commodity. 

Cinematic style must then be put at the service of the 
actor. For one thing, lire close-up offers the director a way 
to magnify facial expression and "record inner dramas" 82 
For another, decor can, support and intensify the revelation 
of personality. Correct settings can put the actor into the 
proper mood: the sets of Jeanne d'Arc and the four-walled 
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rooms of Gertrud were designed to make the actors fed as if 
they were living the drama. Dreyer spoke oi simplifying a 
set so as "to leave only the th;ngs that contribute to char¬ 
acterizing the people." 111 Judiciously executed, decor can 
"draw the spectator's eyes toward what is essential in 
every single shotusually, the acting"* 4 No wonder that 
Dreyer's scripts contain almost no shot breakdowns or 
notes as to camera positions. Henning Bendtsen, cinema¬ 
tographer for Qrdct and Gertrud, recalls that only after hav¬ 
ing adjusted the sets and rehearsed the actors would 
Dreyer start to plan how the scene would be fit, shot, and 
cut,*' The primacy of the actor recruits other film techniques 
in the cause of human expressivity. 

Under this aesthetic there lies a necessary enigma. 
What dots the director coax from his script and players? It 
can only be the glimpse of a realm beyond ordinary experi¬ 
ence. "It is not the things in reality' that the director should 
be interested in but rather the spirit in and behind 
things" 1,6 Why must the calm whiteness of the decor be 
broken by so few objects? "These things are there for 
symbolic reasons. Even if the symbols cannot be readily 
understood, I believe that the dominant mood of the de¬ 
velopment of the action on this purified background will 
be able to be sensed immediately."* 7 Stylization and ab¬ 
straction of lighting, decor, and performance can express 
what words and ratiocination cannot. The mystical quality 
of Dreyer's aesthetic is perfectly functional, solving a speci¬ 
fic problem, The ineffable cannot be mass-produced. 

Dreyer's aesthetic can also be seen as justifying his in¬ 
dependence after leaving Norilsk Films. For an indepen¬ 
dent director, making films in a variety of economic and 
cultural situations, an aesthetic predicated upon anahistor- 
ical, suprasodal human essence serves a useful purpose. 
Danish operetta, Swedish pseudo-folktale, Norwegian 
romance novel, the transcript of a trial in medieval France, 
English horror story, Scandinavian plays—all exemplify the 
fundamental expressiveness of the human soul. Die tran- 
ftcxTidental a*-sihvfie paint-; Dreyer as an author beyond 

national differences, a visionary artist revealing timeless 

truths. How well this biographical legend was accepted 
may be judged by a remark made by a French critic in 1927, 
which could as accurately have been written forty years 
later; 

Of Danish nationality and upbringing but of Swedish de¬ 
scent, Cart Dreyer no more follow? the cinematic style of 
one country titan of another; instead, he belongs to a class 


of directors refto enwto a more generally human cinema, 
international in its itcccssibHity to all people, of whatever 
race, of whatever country, class, or condition, * K 
Within. Western film production, Dreyer constructed his ar¬ 
tistic personality around 3 single problem: that of art in 
mass production. To this problem, specific production 
practices and theoretical precepts would constitute a solu¬ 
tion. The ideas informing those practices and precepts 
challenged contemporary norms by applying a Romantic 
conception of visionary creation and transcendent value to 
a twentieth-century art form . All of which is not reducible 
to saying that Dreyer's aesthetic views simply reflected his 
production circumstances, or that as a young man he 
blueprinted an aesthetic project and set out to live it. His¬ 
torically, Dreyer the an feu r was defined by the man's ex¬ 
periences, certain aesthetic assumptions current in his 
milieu, and the evolution of the European film industries. 
That all these forces did not neatly mesh is perhaps test 
indicated by the several difficulties within the biographical 
legend. 

One inconsistency arises if we consider how Dreyer 
hoped to create a cinema of literary value. It is true that 
every one of his feature films was an adaptation of fiction 
or drama, yet no artist's material is pure or raw; :t already 
Carries a certain historical weight. The sources for Dreyer's 
films were surprisingly homogeneous. He was drawn to 
itim-of-the-eentury fiction and drama, generally in the 
Scandinavian realist tradition. There is the rural pastoral: 
Kristofer Janson's story which became The Parson's Widow 
(c. 1900), Jacob B. Bull's novel The Bride of Glomdal (1908), 
There is the melodramatic novel; Kari-Emil Franzos's The 
President (1883), Aage Madelung's lore One Another (1912). 
There is also the/m-efr-srerfe' decadence of Hermann Bang's 
Michael (1904) and of Hjalmar Soderberg's Gerfrjid (1906). 
Popularized realism in the theatre yielded Svend Kindnm’s 
comedy The Fall of a Tyrant (1919, filmed as Thou Shalt Honor 
Thy Wife) and Hans Wiers-Jensen's Ibsenesque Anne 
Pedersdotter (1908, filmed as Day of Wrath). Even the non- 
Scandinavian sources tend to be of the late nineteenth cen¬ 
tury: Marie Corelli’s Somws of Salon (1896), the putative 
source for Leaiws from Satan's Book; and Sheridan Le Fanu's 
In a Glass Darkly (1872), filmed as Vmnpyr. Nor did the mate¬ 
rial which Dreyer adapted have great literary stature. 
Nearly all of his sources were popular in their time, but 
they are today considered minor genre work or kitsch. 
Even the most respected original sources— Hoiger 
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Drachmann's nationalistic fairy tale Once iijttm a Time 
(1885), fCaj K1 Link's Owlet (1932k a fid Bang's- Michael —enjoy 
fame only within Scandinavia. Dreyer's aesthetic of uni¬ 
versal human essences does not square with the narrow 
range of his sources, nor does his concern for what he had 
called, in Sjtistiflm's case., "the most outstanding works of 
literature" exhibit itself in the selection of such mediocre 
works, 

In a similar way, the idea of the theatre to which Drcyer 
appealed after the coming of sound was hardly that of the 
advanced currents of his day. it must be remembered that 
during the nineteenth century the Danish theatre had been 
a stronghold of the Naturalist style- Ijv^p the Norwegian 
Ibsen and the Swede Strindberg premiered several of their 
most important plays (The Pitlats of Society. A D nil's House, 
An Enemy of the People, The Father, Miss fulie) in Copen¬ 
hagen, Danish directors and performers provided defini¬ 
tive productions of such works, and Strindberg established 
his '"Scandinavian Experimental Theatre" in Copenhagen, 
But when French and German productions were exploring 
new ground, a diluted Naturalism continued to dominate 
the Danish theatre until at least 1920, Dreyer's emphasis on 
the actor and on "inner truth/' echoing the precepts of 
Strindberg's and Brandes's Naturalist manifestos, reached 
back to a conception of psychological realism that was al¬ 
ready diched on the stage. 

But Dreyer's biographical legend must be judged func¬ 
tionally as well. Most simply, it works to give us a particu¬ 
lar attitude to the films. Negative I v. the legend defines the 
work by virtue of Dreyer's refusals—his aversion to mass- 
production filmmaking, bis distaste for popular genres, 
his stiff rejection of the audience. ("Consciously, I don't do 
anything to 'please' the public. I only think of working 
my way to a solution that satisfies my own artistic con¬ 
science.")" 91 Positively, the legend constitutes the films as 
unified,, autonomous works. Any flaws-= the compromises 


of Lonics, the ending of Michael the failure of Rjuipfe— 

ary attributed to meddlesome producers, Ideally, the films 
spring from a consistent artistic vision and seek to tran¬ 
scend the constraints of the film industry. It is no wonder 
that humanist and religious readings find Dreyer's tvork 
so massively unified, since the biographical legend encour¬ 
ages us to approach the films looking for a coherent personal 
vision untouched by the vagaries of the film industry. 

In ways that w r e shall examine, certain forces in 
Dreyer's work do square with the protocols of the bio¬ 
graphical legend. In particular, the films move toward a 
heavily determined overall unity. But drawing on the 
legend uncritically answers too neatly to its very purpose. 
When we set the films against the styles and forms which 
dominated international filmmaking during Dreyer's 
career, his work becomes troubling in ways that cannot be 
explained by the author's persona. The films' difficulties 
tally only partly with the aesthetic principles which Dreyer 
articulated. The aesthetic autonomy which the legend 
seeks is compromised by the problems that the films pose. 
Early in his career, ivorking within classical premises, 
Dreyer nonetheless tests contemporary conceptions of nar¬ 
rative and cinema. With fearne d'Arc Dreyer's own view of 
his work begin* to come unstuck, No matter how faithfully 
he believed that he was obeying an aesthetic of modest 
realism, /twine d'Air and the major films that follow chal¬ 
lenge dominant norms of film structure and style in com¬ 
plex and fundamental ways. 

There is thus no simple congruence between legend 
and films. Working with a conservative aesthetic and a 
production practice modeled no, a Romantic ouncepttun of 
the artist,, Dreyer created some of the most radically mod¬ 
ern films of his period. Not the least interesting aspect of 
Dreyer for us today hangs upon the ways the films ccfi- 
tradicl the biographical legend- 



Early Films: Narrative Form 


This and the next chapter cannot minutely analyze 
Dreyer'searly works- If 1 treat the early flirts as a group, it 
is not because 1 think them unworthy ot individual exami¬ 
nation; indeed, some such examination of each of them hag 
been a necessary preparation for the generalizations-1 shall 
make. My task here is to disengage some common princi¬ 
ples ot narrative functioning. 

The stress falls upon common principles, not common 
themes. This means that we cannot reduce the films to 
those schematic dualities which critics have traditionally 
located in Dreyer's work: faith versus dogma., freedom ver¬ 
sus confinement, female versus male, duty versus love. 
Such dualities have several drawbacks. They are uncom¬ 
fortably abstract and static. They deal only with the films' 
"stories," not their plots; these pairings cannot tell us how 
causal patterning, story time, and point of view function in 
Dreyer's work. In other words, such dualities are based 
upon shccrly thematic categories and canm.it explicate the 
films' formal features. By what principles, we want to 
know, do Dreyer's early films tell their stories? What sys¬ 
tems of narrative logic and time dominate these films,, and 
how do those systems interact? 

CLASSICAL HOLLYWOOD NARRATIVE 

To answer such questions, we must recall that Dreyer's 
early career corresponds almost exactly with the maturity 
of the silent cinema as an art form. The year that he joined 

Nlordisk as a part-time li.fcur.iry aide wjs .il>u Lliu year of 

Griffith's of Pry Alley and The Nav York Hal, 

Ince's The Deserter, Meliis' A la conqueie du f.wte, and the 
first works of Sjostrdm and Stiller When Drover made his 
first film in 1918, the silent cinema had already produced 
the Italian epics, the early Griffith features, the Feuillade 
serials, the Chaplin and Linder shorts, Benjamin Chris¬ 
tensen's Alysfedflus X and Night of Revenge, and DeMille's 
The Cheat. Dreyer's 1920s work coincided with the golden 


age of European national styles and the international su¬ 
premacy' of the Hollywood cinema. By 1926 Hollywood's 
conception of a film dominated most of the world. Other 
conceptions were minority options, perceived and judged 
in relation to American practice- If we construct a model 
of narrative structure in classical Hollywood filmmaking, 
salient aspects of Dreyer's early work stand out sharply 

The fundamental premise of the classical model is that 
the narrative must cohere. All questions asked in the 
course of the narrative must be answered by the end; all 
events must take their course; nothing may be introduced 
that will nut contribute to the narrative's denouement. 
"The perfect photoplay leaves no doubts, offers no expla¬ 
nations, starts nothing it cannot finish.' 11 Closure is thus 
not only the aim but also the measure of a unified narra¬ 
tive. The story depends upon being read as a continuous 
chain of causes and effects; the last effect of an initial cause 
defines the end. 

What sorts of causes propel the story? Principally, the 
psychological traits of the characters. One rule book asserts 
bluntly; "In the motion-picture plot, every situation, every 
crisis, every progressing step, must arise from some defin¬ 
itely understood motive on the part of the character con¬ 
trol ling that particular situation, crisis, or advancing 
step. 1 ' 2 The principle of psychological causality subordi¬ 
nates impersonal or a personal causes (nature, acts of God, 
the supernatural) to personal causes—characters' feelings, 
wants, and thoughts. This means that the narrative will 

Slave a protagonist and Ilia l the narrative will consist of the 

protagonist's desiring some state of affairs, confronting ob¬ 
stacles to that desire, and, usually overcoming them. If the 
protagonist is active, strong, and goal ■oriented, then the 
unity of a causal chain—the satisfaction of desire—will 
yield the closure of the narrative. 

It is essentia] to note that this model of narrative struc¬ 
ture subordinates time and space to the chain of cause and 
effect. The next chapter will examine how classical cine- 
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malic space is constructed: here we can simply note how 
narrative time acquiesces in the continuity of cause and ef¬ 
fect, Causality determines temporal continuity by assuring 
that the order of events in the plot (the narration we en¬ 
counter) am forms to the order of events in the story {the 
presumed sequence of events). 11 Always make certain/' 
notes one recipe book, "that the following scene is the 
scene that follows. Perfect continuity insures perfect illu¬ 
sion."* As for dura turn, events of no causa! moment will 
be absent or abbreviated; jn totals will bo free I v skipped 
in order hi stress the critical causal relations. Time is fro* 
quently controlled by means of the device of a deadline, 
whereby duration fuses intelligibly with the chain of cause 
and effect- The “'race for life" or last-minute rescue per¬ 
fectly exemplifies how causal intelligibility determines du¬ 
ration. cis do the endings of films as different as Smvn 
C.hamcs and America, 

Drover's proximity to the classical model is easily estab¬ 
lished. During and after World War J, American films 
based upon these premises saturated Europe and Scan¬ 
dinavia. In fart, similar principles were already informing 
European filmmaking, US Urban Gad's book Fihnett (pub¬ 
lished in Denmark in 1919) demonstrates. Gad offers virtu¬ 
ally a synopsis of the rules for screenplay construction in 
Hollywood practice. A film consists of ‘'an understandable 
series of causes and effects" which must cohere and close; 
"The plot should be as self-contained as a circle" 4 Closure 
most be achieved not by nature, chance, nr fate but by 
characters' decisions and actions. Springing from their "in¬ 
stincts, interests, and goals."' The flow of time must bo 
htimessed to the narrative action, and flashbacks must be 
minimized- As a scriptwriter, Drover would have worked, 
however intuitively, with the protocols dominant in his 
dav- That his own work conforms to the model is, then, 
hardly startling. But the very fact that by the end of the 
decade Cad could &o easily formulate the principles 
suggests that already they were becoming canonized. 
What is interesting, then, is how Dreyer's films inflect and 
extend the dominant practice. 

THE IMPERSONAL CAUSE 

Narrative logic demands formal uni tv. The narrative mu&t 
cohere. Dreyer ft early films, like their Hollywood contem¬ 
poraries. will not admit the arbitrariness of their unifying 
operations, instead, they mo Li vale their pressures toward 
unity by appeal to convent Iona I signs of closure. 


Some of these systems differ in no way from those used 
in the classical model. Like most narrative films, Dreyer's 
works utilise not just one dosuraJ device but several, Lb Lis 
"uverdotermtiiing" tEieir conclusions. For one thing, Dreyer 
habitually draws upon certain events which traditionally 
embody the frit!—-death, marriage, reunion, silence, night 
the dosing of a door, the shutting of eyes, etc The Stigma¬ 
tized Ones ends with the image of the characters sitting in 
grim silence. The Bride of Glomdai closes with a wedding, 
Mi'c'irerf. Dwe? tnnn Satan' s tfout, and The Parson's Widmo 
end with the death of a main character. In TJjc ZlJfsotr's 
Wrdou', The Sfiywwfizo:/ Ones, The Bride of Chmidnl, and Thou 
Shaft Honor Thy Wife, the reunion of a pair of lovers con¬ 
stitutes the conclusion. T7rr Prrsflfrnf includes a reunion, 
a wedding, and a death in its final minutes. In addition, 
the ending of the narrative proper may be strengthened 
by the ending of a frame story, as when the book shuts in 
The President and when Satan finally receives his reward in 
Lows front Satan’s BaoJt. Events in the ending, may also ex¬ 
plicitly cite the beginning. The final suicide in The President 
occurs in the same locale us tlio film's first deatli. The 
first shot of The Person's- fVfdote irises in from the two lovers 
gamboling in a natural setting; the last shot repeats the 
setting, but the lovers arc now strained and serious, and 
we iris mt on them. The first words of Michael arc "In the 
House of the Muster"; at the end of the film, the journal¬ 
ist Switt shouts up to Michael's apartment: "Your master 
is deadr 

In another respect, however, Drevor's films arc quite 
unusual. In the classical model, impersonal causes (war, 
famine, social pressures, natural catastrophe) provide acir- 
oumstentia! background, while fn'rsonal causes—especially 
character psychology—propel the narrative. In Dreyer's 
films, rmpe^ei'M causal systems prevail. Not that charac¬ 
ters' psychology :s absent, Michael betrays Zomt because 
of infatuation with the princess: in The Stigmatized Ones, 
Sachka rushes to .save Hanna! Lobe because he loves her; 
and so mi. Characters still reflect, decide, and act, But 
Dreyei inserts psychological causality into a wider frame of 
causal reference, one that predetermines the characters' ac¬ 
tions lu an unusual degree. This wider pattern may be 
internal to the world of the narration, in The fbrsrtfs 
Widen 1 , wy learn that Old Dame Margaret and her first hus¬ 
band reacted to the old parson's widow exactly as Soften 
and Mari react tn her; in this way the narrative creates a 
rhythm over and beyond the characters' individual desires. 
Or the larger causal force may exisL in some narrative 
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]. The President. 

frame, as in T7re President, which begins with the image of 
Viktor's family tree (fig. 1), thus diagramming the force 
that makes each generation repeat the same mistakes. The 
film's causal principle may even be identified with a prafi 
ojj 5 narrative; Leaves from Srtfrtn's Book presents four stories, 
three of which reenact the causal patterns of the first, in a 
theme-arid-variations manner. What exactly is the nature 
of this wider causal forte? 

There are, for one thing, impersonal systems identified 
as primarily social: the law and the family, Dreyer’s early 
films usually represent the social as what constrains and 
punishes. In The President, the law- enters quite literally; the 
protagonist is a judge, forced to try the case of his illegiti¬ 
mate daughter's murder of her Illegitimate baby. Leaves from 
5 aim's Boi'k identifies the law not only with the state but 
also with the established church- Similarly, in The fitig 
matted Ones, the socially determined status of the Russian 
|ews becomes the precondition for the characters' behav¬ 
ior. In a comic variation, The Fhtstur's Widow shows com¬ 
munity customs forcing the young Sofren to marry old 
Dame Margaret. 

Family ties also provide a social cause to motivate rmna¬ 
tive closure. In TJjou Shalt Honor Thy Wffr, Ida's mother and 
an aunt intervene to make Ida leave the tyrannical Viktor. 
In three episodes of Leases from Satan's Boukr family concern 
motivates the heroines' decision to accept death The Presi¬ 
dent baldly uses the advice of Karl-Viktor’s father ("'Never 


marry a commoner’') to determine the son's decisions. In 
The Bride of GUrtndal, the chief obstacle to tine marriage of 
Tore and Bent is her father's refusal. Within the world of 
these narratives, then, both law and family shape a causal 
force larger than the protagonists' personal wills. Seldom 
questioned,, these causal constraints are assumed to be cus¬ 
tomary, to be struggled against but not fundamentally 
changed. 

Two other systems join with the forces of law and fam¬ 
ily to fortify narrative unity in these films. One is nature. 
Most literally hv simply depicting natural settings, the 
films anchor the narrative in ft Culturally stereotyped con¬ 
ception of harmony. D re yet'5 early films identify country 
settings with romance: all three seduction scenes in The 
President. the romance of Sachka and Hannaliebe in The 
Stigmatized Ones , even the one rural shot in Michael'. The 
most elaborate instance, The Bride of Glorndfll, presents 
Tore’s love for Berit as profoundly "natural”; Tore, plant¬ 
ing and plowing, is associated with the earth, while Bent, 
often viewed against bright grass or birches, is associated 
with growing tilings. When the couple stretch out on the 
ground or ride through the countryside, Dreyer cuts to 
long shots that harmonize thorn with the landscape. Less 
overtly, Dreyer's early films represent nature as a principle 
of narrative ordering, an a priori system whereby authority 
and submission are predetermined and rotes arc assigned 
to old and young. Dreyer's early films- resemble Ozu's late 
films in implicitly appealing hi a supi;mature which guides 
individual destinies into a coherent pattern. 

Another pervasive, impersonal cause operates in those 
narratives, one which I must label Christianity, Like "the 
rhythm of nature," Christianity offers powerful motiva¬ 
tion for narrative closure. Some of these films avow a 
thoroughgoing dependence upon Christian religiosityr 
the most obvious instance is Leaves from Satan's Book, in 
which the Jesus story 7 becomes the pattern for subsequent 
episodes. But more interestingly and more symptom- 
a rurally, most of the films typically rush Christianity in at 
only one or two strategic moments. Again and again, the 
films feel the need to cite Christianity at the end, to certify 
the film's conclusion. Into a purely secular narrative like 
MreJraef, concerned only with the vaporous world of Jfn- 
de-stock artists, Dreyer suddenly inserts religious iconog¬ 
raphy; de Monthieu dies slumped over a cross, and in the 
final scene at Zorel's deathbed, the decor's dunoisene is re¬ 
placed by a crucifix. The close of Tin* Bride of Glomdai , a tale 
In which religion softens the heart of a selfish father, an- 
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no uncos that God wants the lovers united. The Pham's 
Widow ends with a miss-shaped iris isolating Sofren and 
Mari Although religion is not personified in TIjoij Shalt 
Honor Thy VVr/r, the scriptural title locks in, from the out¬ 
side as it were, a pattern for the film's action and particu¬ 
larly for its ending. Perhaps most astonishing is the end of 
The President, which has relied wholly on causal patterns of 
social and "natural" sorts. Abruptly, as Karl-Viktor is about 
to kill himself, Dreyer flits to a prison guard singing a 
hymn pleading for Jesus to gi ve us "a blessed death," and 
the film concludes wjth the last page of the book proclaim¬ 
ing, "'Glory to God in the highest." Nothing could belter 
demonstrate the excessive degree of closure of these early 
films than their urge to summon up banal religious cues to 
reinforce an ending already determined by other causal 
factors. 

The presentation of Several impersonal causal orders-— 
social, natural, religious—stacked one atop the other and 
guiding the characters' behavior yields a cinema which 
pushes classical premises of closure to an extreme, The clas¬ 
sical film strives to be unified, but unnoiiceably so: by cre¬ 
ating an abstract scheme of impersonal causes, the Dreyer 
film creates a noticeably rigid and inexorable unity. How 
strong that unity is can be reckoned from the effect of im¬ 
personal causality upon the use of narrative parallels, of 
the protagonist, of story and plot time, and of verbal lan¬ 
guage in the films. 

The viewer infers abstract orders of narrative causality 
partly because the films put such emphasis on parallel 
situations. This tactic is a response to a. problem that con¬ 
fronted filmmakers during the late Teens: how does one 
stretch a narrative to the length of a feature film:? Griffith 
had provided two models: the novelistic tale which crams 
contrasting characters and subplots into a single epoch 
CTfif Birth of a Natimh and the film of episodes, built on the 
comparison of different historical epochs. The feature films 
of Ince and DeMtlle conform to the novelistic mode, 
whereas Tourneur's Woman, Christensen's Haxan, and 
Lang's Djt Made Tod exemplify the film of episodes. The 
crucial point is that both modes knit short narratives 
together by means of explicit parallels in character or 
Situation. 

Lika h is contemporaries, Dreyer relies upon parallelism 
to solve the problem Of filling out a feature-length film. The 
President's parallel flashbacks motivate the frame story, and 
shifts among several points of view give The Stigmatized 


Ones and Michael a novelistic breadth. Like Intolerance, 
Leaves from Satan's Book —one of the longest silent films 
made in Denmark—strings together four historical periods 
on the basis of distinct comparisons. Even the more com¬ 
pressed films, like The Parson’s Widiw and Thou Shall Honor 
Thy Wife, depend upon parallel construction, in ways that 
we shall see. 

In his early work, Dreyer uses parallel construction in 
two distinct ways. Often a character or situation will be 
compared to another, and the film will alternate between 
one and the other to draw the parallel to our notice. This is 
often a fairly local effect, as in the welter of motifs that 
accompany most narrative situations in these early films. 
In Thou Shalt Honor Thy Wife, Ida is compared to her caged 
bird; in The Stigmatized Ones, Hanna is compared to her sis¬ 
ter, while the idealistic Sachka is contrasted to the brutish 
Fejda; in Michael the characters” situations are constantly 
represented in the art works that surround them. An 
elaborate use uf such static parallels comes in The Bride of 
Gfomdul, wherein geography serves to stress the parallels 
between Tore's and Bent's families. Crossing and recross¬ 
ing the river between the families' farms becomes a ritual¬ 
ised gesture, like a pause in a line of poetry balancing the 
two sides of an antithesis; the film's general lack of for¬ 
ward momentum stems largely from its Insistence on rigor¬ 
ously matching each situation at Tore's farm with another 
at Bent's. 

More dynamic is a second sort of parallel construction 
we can call replacement. Here the abstract pattern of a 
situation is mapped out in one part of the film, and the 
parallel situations develop sequentially, as a series of varia¬ 
tions on the initial action. Instead of shuttling to and fro to 
compare characters, the film now forces-the characters, like 
figures in a dance, to move from one narrative position to 
another, filling roles vacated by other characters. Such cy¬ 
clical replacement constitutes brevet's version of the con¬ 
temporary film of episodes. The President initiates this kind 
of construction. Karl-Viktor's father seduces a working- 
class woman and has to marry her, to his father's annoy¬ 
ance; Karl-Viktor himself seduces a lower-class woman, 
but abandons her and disowns their child; the daughter, 
Victorine, is seduced and cast off by an upper-class man, 
and she kills their child. The parallels could almost be 
generated mathematically from the variables {marry<’not 
marry, sore'daughter, etc.). At the close, the unhappy wed¬ 
ding of Karl-Viktor's father is superseded by the happy 
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wedding of Victorine. Karl-Viktor 1 5 father wrote his will 
before dying; Karl-Victor Composes a farewell note and 
commits swidde- Such patterns of replacement compel us 
to infer an overall causal scheme larger than any individ¬ 
ual character. 

A similar pattern of replacement rules the other early 
films, In Once w;wn a Time , the finale is built upon deceiving 
the princess into believing that there is another princess 
coming to marry another prince; of course, she and the 
Danish, prince are slotted tor the marriage roles. Micheurl 
presents Michael's takeover of Zoret's artistic position in a 
scene we shall examine in the next chapter. In three other 
films, the patterns of replacement determine virtually the 
entire narrative structure, and these need to he examined 
in a little more detail* 

For sheer intricacy none of the films surpasses the 
density of parallelisms at work in JLrows from Satan's Book, 
The motivation for the parallelism lies in Satan's power 
to move across different epochs, God charges Satan with 
tempting mankind; for every person who does not suc¬ 
cumb, a thousand years will be lifted from. Satan's sen¬ 
tence. Each of the film s four episodes parallels the others, 
so that narrative pat terns of betrayal are reenacted as varia¬ 
tions on a theme. The kernel of the action consists of six 
phases; (1) Satan disguises himself as a figure of authority; 
(2) A character emerges as a potential traitor; (31 Satan 
tempts the character; (4) Some action forces the character 
to decide; (5) The character decides; (&} The results of the 
decision stand, revealed. 

In the first episode, Satan as Pharisee successfully 
tempts Judas to betray Jesus. The Spanish episode begins 
to vary the theme. Now we find free acts of betrayal, one 
brief, the other prolonged. First the majordomo informs, 
the Inquisition that Don Gomez has committed heresy. 
Then Satan, posing as the Grand inquisitor, persuades the 
monk Don Fernandez to betray Don Gome/,- The monk 
passes through the six phases of the pattern, and he finally 
succumbs, rap;ng Isabella before realizing his crimes. 

The third episode rings still more changes on the basic 
action. The six phases are presented when Satan impells 
the servant Joseph to betray his mistress, Genevieve. After 
her death, however, Joseph is struck by remorse and tries 
to save Marie Antoinette's life = in the process replaying the 
stages of temptation, decision, and consequences. In the 
Finnish segment, two figures are again cast as potential 
betrayers—the lustful neighbor Kautaniemi, easily swayed 


by Satan, and the housewife Siri, who stairs herself rather 
than betray her husband or her country Significantly, the 
first woman to occupy the position, of potential traitor ne¬ 
gates the pattern of betrayal; nevertheless, the overall pat¬ 
tern places her act within a wider frame of reference than 
sheer character psychology could. 

As if this were not enough, within some episodes of 
Leaves there are parallel subplots as well ly.g., in the Fin¬ 
nish episode, the vengeance of Naimi is interlaced with 
the Siri main plot). Such a dense weave of parallel lines of 
action enables the viewer to extract an overall pattern of 
causation in which each character, regardless of epoch, 
participates. 

Cyclical replacement is treated with more variety in two 
other early films. In 77 jc Parson's Widow, the basic 
comparison— the parallel of Dame Margaret (Sofien's legal 
wife) with Mari {Sofren's betrothed)—is subjected to rich 
comic variations. Drunk, Stifren Ht»en Dame Margaret a.S a 
beautiful young woman (figs. 2-3). Once married and in 
Dame Margaret's house, Sofren plots to replace Dame 
Margaret with Mari, but Margaret's old maidservant Gun- 
vor constantly acts as a stalking horse. Sofren sneaks up on 
Mari at the loom but Cunvor takes her place; Sofren plans 
to visit Mari that night, but at the last minute Margaret 
orders Gunvor and Mari to switch beds. The permutations 
take a somber turn when Sofren, thinking Margaret is in 
the left, shifts, the ladder to make her fall; it is, of course 
Mari who fails. When Margaret realizes their love and wills 
herself to die, the pattern of replacement is completed as 
Mari, in the very last shot, duplicates Dame Margaret (figs. 

Tlrcuj Shalt Honor Thy Wife is simpler, more stringent. 
The film compresses the action into two days, separated by 
a month, and organizes its parallels into two columns; 
Before and After. The replacements pivot around the 
changed attitudes of Viktor. Early in the film, Ida goes 
about her morning chores while Viktor sleeps; later the 
humbled Viktor does the same chores. When Viktor finds 
the parlor festooned with dripping laundry" hung up to dry. 
he is enraged; later he dews the laundry himself. Before: he 
orders that the wet baby be taken out; after: he fumblingiy 
changes the baby's diapers. At first he blows smoke at 
Tda's birds; eventually he waters and feeds them. At one 
point he strikes his daughter, but later he chases her in a 
Spirit of fun. And near the beginning of the film he orders 
his son to stand in the corner; but at the end, to get Ida 
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back, Viktor mu5! stand in the aimer himself. Thus Vik¬ 
tor's transformation is expressed purely through the 
nuances of parallel situations. 

Such narrative parallels claim our attention all the more 
powerfully because Dreyer has staged, shot, and cut the 
fiEm with an eye to stressing them. Ln TVif President, it is not 


7. Thf Parson's tViiJtrer. 

enough that both Karl-Viktor's father and Karl-Viktorbim- 
seEf seduce women; both scenes must take place by a 
stream and be filmed from angles which stress the water 
motif (figs- 6-7), Similarly, in The Person's tVn&ne, Man and 
Dame Margaret must be constantly likened through name, 
shot composition, and costume (fig, 8}- It is not enough 
that there be a wedding at thy beginning and the ending of 
TJit’ President; shot for shot, mfsc-en-scfric and editing in¬ 
sist that we compare each scene's interplay among priest, 
bride, groom, and father (figs, 9-21}. 

Most important, narrative parallels motivate a stylistic 
procedure which will rule virtually all of Dreyer '5 career: 
alternation. If, in order to exhibit the pervasiveness of an 
abstract, impersonal causal order, the film must present 
parallel situations, then it must also find a way to bring 
these explicitly to our attention. At that particular moment 
in film history, the most effective means for doing so was 
crosscutting. Perhaps what Dreyer learned from The Birih 
of fr Nation and firfofe ranee was how to use alternating 
crosscutting not simply as a suspenseful effect but as a 
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fundamental tool Of narrative meanings a way of fore¬ 
grounding parallel situations. In Tifiie President crosscutting 
functions to parallel motifs (an old man and young chil¬ 
dren, a prisoner's escape and a lawyers' banquet). The 
start of The Parson 1 s Widow contrasts Soften f s still-childish 
impulses (shots of Sofrcn wandering across a landscape) 
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and the demands of the position he seeks (the tolling church - 
bell). Throughout the films, the doublings and cyelieat 
replacements are represented through crosscutting. Michael 
constantly juxtaposes shots of the old artist Zoret in his 
studio with shots of Michael elsewhere, and the film's 
finale rests upon a powerful crosscutting between Zo- 
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refs death chamber and Michael tying in the princess's 
arms. Even in as claustrophobic a film as Tliaw Shalt Honor 
T7ry Vfife r Dreyer cannot refrain from cutting away from 
Ida's chores to Viktor's nervous wanderings through town. 
In this context traditional crosscutting for suspense 
becomes not simply an isolated effect but rather the culmi¬ 
nation of the entire film's System of alternations. "The penul¬ 
timate mob slaughter of Tire Stigmatized Ones, the rapids 
sequence of The Bride of Glomdat, and the final "race for 
life" of leaves from Satan's become logical consequences 
of each film's overall alternating construction, Indeed, with 
the constant Lo-and-fro shifts of The Bride of donnish we 
may say that Dreyer masters the technique of extending 
the principle of parallelism to the editing of almost every 
sequence. It is a mastery that will profoundly inform the 
late films. 

Impersonal causal systems and pervasive narrative 
parallels change the status of the protagonist. The goal- 
orientation of the Hollywood hero springs from a desire to 
remake circumstances, and the development of this desire, 


the move toward the goal, vonstitotes the primary line of 
action, Put since Dreyer's characters are enclosed within 
larger causal systems, the protagonists become more pas¬ 
sive. Things happen to them; they register effects more 
than they create causes. The persecuted martyrs in 
from Satan's Book , Hannaliebe and her family in The Stig¬ 
matized Owes, and the old artist Zoret in Michael are defined 
primarily as victims. In Once upon a Time, after the princess 
flees with the prince to the forest, she must suffer passively 
in her new role, just as Ida undergoes Viktors petty tor¬ 
ments in Uwji Sljjilf Honor Dry Wife, bofren and 5iri, in The 
Parson's Widow, must first submit to social law, then to 
natural law, and finally to a vaguely Christian law, Some¬ 
times a character will struggle against the causal system in 
which he/she Is enmeshed, as when Viktor and VSctorine in 
Tfjf President try to break free of social and hereditary 7 
forces, but even in their rebellion the characters find them¬ 
selves replaying fixed patterns. The protagonist's most 
common actions thus often amount to evasions, conceal¬ 
ments, and flight. In such a determined world, the most 
decisive action is to refuse to define oneself as passive and 
to choose to die. i lenoe Dreyer 'h protagonists may commit 
Suicide (Viktor in Tlur President, Siri in Lannes), accept mar¬ 
tyrdom (Jesus, M Line -Antoinette in LctJtVs), or waste a wav 
(£oret in Micfrue/)- all these terminations providing, inci¬ 
dentally, yet another cue for narrative closure. We can. If 
we like, interpret Dreyer's predilection for martyrs as ex¬ 
pressing some personal vision or world-view, but our in¬ 
quiry leads us to expect that no world-view preexists the 
films. In shaping his narratives, the formal demands of 
Dreyer's chosen mode of unity necessitated a specific sort 
of protagonist. 
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[n The Parson's Widen', the characters' passivity is most 
explicit: it is unnatural for yourtg Sofrtrt to iMfiy elderly 
Dame Margaret, and so she surrenders her will to live, 
clearing the way for Sufren's union with Mari- It might he 
argued that Sofren is goal-oriented—he wants to wed 
Mari—and that his desire motivates the basic moves of 
the narrative (circumventing or killing Dame Margaret), It 
is important, however, that Sofren achieves his goal con¬ 
siderably before the film's end, when Margaret discovers 
the lovers' plot and blesses their union. The rest of the film 
—Margaret's death and funeral, the couple's, marriage 
—corrects the earlier portion, situating Sofren's goal- 
orientation within the larger framework of "naturally nec¬ 
essary" continuity; And at the film's dose, Sofren real¬ 
izes that this larger force has determined even his earlier 
rebellion. Although goal-oriented protagonists may some¬ 
times appear in these films, then, their behavior remains 
located within a preordained causal framework. 

The demotion of the protagonist as causal agent is only 
one consequence of Drcyer’s overdetermined narrative 
form. Impersonal causality and narrative parallelism also 
affect narrative time. Here, as elsewhere, the premises of 
the dominant classical paradigm are accepted but pushed 
toward greater visibility. For one thing, Dreyer accepts the 
notion that plot time should bring out significant causal 
chains in the story. But the presence of abstract Causal or¬ 
ders and the profusion of narrative parallels mold time into 
particular shapes. Mast obviously, the order in which story 
events are presented can stress parallels. Here Dreyer 
often deviates front strict adherence to chronological or¬ 
der by providing flashbacks to point out parallels. In The 
Stigmatized Ones and Michael, Interpolated flashbacks moti¬ 
vate the action in urthcidux causal ways. Bui at least one 
film. The President, creates a symmetrical disposition 
of flashbacks to compare the three generations of Karl- 
Viktor's family: 

1. Karl-Viktor's father confesses his youthful errors to 
his son. 

I. Flashback: Karl-Viktor's father and mother meet 
and marry. 

3. Karl-Viktor's father dies. 

4. Thirty years later: Karl-Viktor confesses his youthful 
follies. 

5, Flashback: Karl-Viktor meets and abandons 
woman. 

6. Karl-Viktor concludes story. 


7. Court: Viciorinc reveals her reason tor killing her 
child, 

ft. Flashback: a man meets and abandons Victorine, 

9. Court: Victor me is bound over for trial. 

Bracketed, each flashback stands parallel to the others and 
impells us to compare them as repetitions of the same 
abstract causal pattern. 

If flashbacks can unify the narrative, so can glimpses 
of events to come. While strict flashforwards are absent 
from Dreyer 1 s films, he does signal upcoming information. 
Within the story action, these clues usually take the form of 
prophecies, predictions, and foreshadowing motifs. "I will 
paint Caesar as he was murdered by his foster son Bru¬ 
tus," claims Zuret in jVireJrflff, thus predicting his protege's 
treachery. In Lmetcs from Sirfarr's Book, Don Gomez's dab¬ 
blings in astrology permit him to foretell his own death. 
In Thou Shall Honor Thy Wife, Mads warns Viktor: "You'll 
be put in the corner yourself, rely on that." In Oita upon a 
Time, the prince looks into an old gnome's magic teakettle 
and sees a hazy future image of himself and the princess 
making pottery. 

More characteristically, the forecast of things to come 
issues from outside the world of the story, from a source as 
impersonal as that of the narrative's causality. Entertitles 
create an omniscient narrator who can move from present 
to past ("Now as a thousand years ago the waterfall sings 
by the old Norwegian village. If we listen closely, it tells 
a lot about the days gone by "—The Parson's Widow) but 
also from present to future ("Satan's work must still con¬ 
tinue"). The book that opens The President displays a fam¬ 
ily tree schematically representing future generations. At 
the start of Michael, an unclaimed voice speaks the film's 
motto: "At last [ can die, for 1 have known a great love"— 
the words uttered by the dying Zoret at the film's end. In 
sum, either through, characters' prophecies or through 
the predict Lons of an overriding narrative intelligence, the 
plot's ordering of story events sharpens our awareness of a 
predetermined causal scheme and its rigorous parallels. 

What of the plot's treatment of the duration of story 
events? The early films pursue two tendencies. Across 
the film as a whole, the action may stretch over several 
weeks (Michael, Thou Shalt Honor Thy Wife, The Bride of 
Gltirmiill), months {Tire Par*?pH T H'j'dcw, Onee ,fl Time), 
years i'TIji 1 Stf^njaificd Ones), decades (The President), or cen¬ 
turies (Leave.$ from Serf air's Book). Such extensive timespans 
permit Dreyer lo demonstrate the pervasiveness of the nar- 
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wtives' large-scale causal orders and cyclical replacements. 
Yet within these considerable durations, Dreyer works 
upon an opposed principle, that of concentration. Though 
the overall film may cover a king period of time, it charac¬ 
teristically skips a great deal, so that long intervals separate 
scenes which occur an a relatively short span. The President, 
for instance., jumps a gap of thirty years between its first 
and second parts; to preserve the disparity and stilt retain 
concentration, the second part also flashes back, this time 
to scenes which could have been inserted into that gap. 
Similarly, although Leaves from Satan's Book sprawls across 
centuries, the first episode {Jerusalem) consumes less than 
a day. and the last episode {Finland) only a few hours. In 
general, the early Dreyer film, prefers Hi concentrate Its 
scenes within short spans, even if that means omitting 
long stretches between scenes. 

In the light of the temporal concentration in Dreyer s 
earliest films, wo ought to be cautious about measuring his 
debt to the GemmanMwjjrerspieMw. In the next chapter, we 
will pursue the spatial implications of kammerspitT; for now 
it is important to consider it as. a dramaturgical device. In 
stage terminology, the ketTiirtri't^piet originalh* referred to 
the design of the physical theatre. Max Reinhardt's Little 
Theatre {opened 1902) and Kammer&piel House (opened 
19U6) and August Strindberg's Intimate Theatre (opened 
1907) were constructed to create a new relationship be¬ 
tween audience and stage. "We looked," explains Strind¬ 
berg, "for a small house, because we wanted the voices 
to be heard in every corner without forcing the actors to 
shout." In tine early 1920s, however, when Carl Mayer 
sought lo create a kammerspieifUm, he had in mind not the 
physical layout of the theatre but features of narrative 
structure and mise-en- scene. Georges Sadoul has pointed 
out several features of the style— focus on lower-class life, 
suppression of interliLJes, confinement to a very few sel¬ 
lings, and a concentration of the action into a short lime 
span. 7 The major tomrFPrcFspiel/itfrrrii were made at Ufa be¬ 
tween 1921 and 192D, and it was during his stay there that 
Dreyer made Afikfuin', considered by many to be a kmn- 
merspii'ifilm, B Though MpcJiraT does squeeze its action into 
somewhat narrower bounds of locale than was typical of 
Dreyer*s previous work, the film violates most of the kam- 
mcrspiel conventions, (it takes place among the rich, the 
story occupies several weeks, and the film contains many 
mtertiites.) Dreyer's next film, T/?err Shalt Honor Thy Wife, 
does stick almost entirely to one apartment and to middle- 


clriSH life, but U nbuunds in infertitles and its story action 
takes a month. It seems, then, that the kammerspielfilm 's 
insistence on the rigid unities of time and place confirmed 
certain of Drever's already existing tendencies to compos¬ 
ing a film, as a set of compressed scenes; but those scenes 
could still be separated by considerable tune spans. 

There is one more way that causal patterns and paral¬ 
lels alter the film's treatment of time. The classical model 
seeks to map narrative logic onto duration, and a common 
solution to the problem is tu create deadlines. Except for 
portions of Ltwr? from Satan's Book and TJic Stigmatized 
Ones, Dreyer has little recourse to precisely defined dead¬ 
lines. The reason is evident: if the alternating construction 
is to stress parallels, then those parallels must nut be out¬ 
weighed bv the localized Causal emphasis created bv a 
deadline. Instead, Dreyer tends to represent time as a du¬ 
ration synchronized with the larger causal structures that 
rule the film. Three films find arresting images for this 
impersonal time. The President begins with Karl-Viktor's 
father writing and glancing at a nearby hourglass. At the 
film's end, after Karl-Viktor has killed himself. Dreyer cuts 
back tu the hourglass, the sands stopped—-as if the sands 
had been sifting tor the decades the story consumes. In 
Lowes from Satan's Bwk, the death of Siri is juxtaposed to 
the ticking of a clock with a heart-shaped pendulum. The 
same dock and pendulum start up at the conclusion of 
Thou Shall Honor Thy Wife to tick out the very title of the 
film, in all cases, duration is measured as a "closed" 
rhythm, congruent wiLh that impersonal causal rhythm, 
that rules the entire narrative. 

THE BOOK 

The classical norms which we have examined imply a 
mimetic assumption about cinema. As representation — 
re-presentation, a surrogate taking the place of what is 
necessarily absent—classical narrative seeks to suggest 
that it relays events of a none nematic order. The narration 
which we see is the retelling of a series of events completed 
elsewhere than on the screen {in life, in imagination) and 
the screen is simply the necessary place-holder for the ab¬ 
sent events. In his early films. Dreyer accepts this assump¬ 
tion. but he pushes if to the point where it becomes visible 
as an assumption, by means of a device which often domi¬ 
nates his narrative procedures. That device is written lan¬ 
guage, as word, and particularly as bunk. 
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tl would be remarkable, of course, if the films had no 
raoourse to language, sinre thu silent cinema habitually 
made use of both dialogue and expository intertitles. Et is 
worth noticing., however, how well the extra-diegetic voice 
of the ordinary expository title works within Drover's im¬ 
personal causal scheme. The sourceless narrator who in¬ 
troduces us to the characters at the beginning of every 
early Dreyer film helps position them witliin an overarch¬ 
ing in tell Lgi hi I ity. Such sourceless intertitles can even an¬ 
ticipate the narrative action, as dues that which begins 
Michael: "At last 3 can die happy, for 1 have known a great 
love"; the epigraph hovers over the entire narrative before 
it is finally spoken by Zoret, In/twruw d'Aft and Vtimpt/K the 
problem of the source of such utterances comes forward; in 
the early films, hmveVi'r, the intertitles represent a realm, nf 
absent events which become visible only through the writ¬ 
ten word. 

Mont 1 unusual and inure powerful is the use of the sym¬ 
bol of the book to signify the authority behind narrative 
representation. For centuries the honk has stood as an 
emblem of already completed actions, temporal continuity, 
logical coherence, and even godly wisdom, "The idea of 
the book," writes Jacques Derrida, "is (he idea of a totality 
finite or infinite, of the signifier; this totality of tine signifier 
can only be a totality if a constituted totality of the signified 
preexists it, watches over its inscriptions and its signs, is 
independent of it In an ideality,"' 1 Derived from a founding 
and preexistent unity, the book constitutes a model of the 
adequacy of token to truth. Such a tradition affords Dreyer 
a perfect device for narrative representation. 

The book guarantees -_i teleology of closure, what 
Barthes Calls "a flow of words in the service of ail event or 
idea which 'makes its way' toward its denouement or con¬ 
clusion," J141 We need look no further than the first shot of 
Dreyer 1 s first film (fig. 22): hands open a book entitled "The 
President" and ensuing pages itemize the credits for lire 
film. Not by accident do we call Ihe first portion of a text 
the "opening." Since it is at this point that our entry is 
solicited, the opening becomes tire most "open" part of the 
text, the threshold of greatest uncertainty arid play. The 
President immediately reduces such play by making the 
metaphor literal; the book, once opened, must eventually 
rfijs*r. At the film's end, the hook indeed returns. The "clos¬ 
ing" of a text—thy moment when it shuts us out, when 
hvy shut it—i 1 - traditionally thy mumynt of finitude, and 
the narrative action of The President, as we have seen, de¬ 


termines its conclusion in causal, parallel, and temporal 
terms, Rut the reappearance of the book "nverdetermines" 
the ending, adding a surplus of certainty, sealing our read¬ 
ing as completed. The book is noun the film; in effect, it is 
the film, securing for our reading a comprehensive ideol¬ 
ogy- We shall see the same tendency reiterated in Prayer's 
major late films, especially Vnntpyr and Prty &f Wrath. 

The device of the book embodies the very principle of 
impersonal causality that guides Dreyer's narratives. The 
episodes that we see become only "leaves from Satan's 
book." A story i I tits t raft* a honk's precept: "Thou shall 
honor thy wife." Oner hjxw a Time is both a titEef and 
the (stereotyped) beginning of a text- Sometimes the prin¬ 
ciple of writing will itself be dramatized within the film 
— the courtroom reporters in Hie President, the scribes in 
Leaves —but these are images of a social book, not to be 
confused with the transcendent word that encloses the 
narrative action. (The opposition of the two types of wril¬ 
ing will be made most explicit in Day of Wrath.) 


22 

That the notion of the omniscient book is a fundamen 
tally Judeo-Christian one is confirmed by that long tradi¬ 
tion whereby the founding Intelligibility behind the book 
becomes God, whom monks named the dictator ("He who 
dictates the text"), whom artisLs in the Christian tradition 
represented as carrying a book. "In the beginning was the 
word, iir| d the word was with Cud.' 1 It is to this tradition 
that we shall look, in the last chapter, for an instance of 
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how ideology Informs Dreyer's films. For now Li is enough 
to notice how religion as a causal agent meshes with the 
use of an overarching written text to define the films'’ nar¬ 
ratives, The abstract causality of Dreyer's early films is 
absorbed into a sou rocks* master-text which at once ex¬ 
plains the action to us and postpones any rationale for the 
explanation. 

The reliance of a film upon the authority of the word 
expresses symptomatically the problem of cinema art 
which we have already seen Brvyer facing. If cinema was 
to escape its mass-product ion origins and become true art, 
he believed, it must base itself upon literature. Dreyer, 
Kordisk's former literary consultant, turns to the literary 
text to authorize cinematic unity. We recall his script for 
Surrender ^rms, which opens with Berthe von Suttner writ¬ 
ing the novel we are about to see on film. The unity of the 
book, representation and as high art. helps solve the 
problem of aesthetic value in a commercial industry. 

It is obvious, though, that written language can not be 
factored into the cinema without remainder. FTm may ab¬ 
sorb the word but it necessarily transforms it. Vet the trans¬ 
formation works in favor of Dreyer's narratives, for filming 
the book permits an impersonal authority to control not 
only causality but time. The book is written to be tem¬ 
porally linear, but if dews offer a margin of play. Michel 
Butnr reminds us that the overall simultaneity of the book 
(the entire text is in hand "'all at once" ] docs yield a certain 
freedom (to linger, skip, go back, read in reverse, etc.). 11 
But filming the book renders it relentlessly successive and 
thus programs our reading time. Dreyer's filming of the 
book thus yields an even greater narrative linearity and 
unity than the book itself could. Paradoxically, through 
cinematic transformation of the book as representation, 
certain of Dreyer's early films seek to efface cinema, to see 
it as a mere vehicle for a rigidly predetermined word, 


We call, then, see another way in which Dreyer's early 
films parade their closure principles. The films" abstract 
Causal patterns raise the issue of a force larger than per¬ 
sonal psychology only to settle the question by fiat, by cit¬ 
ing a tradition whereby the word is only a shadow and a 
sourceless author determines what we see. Features of nar¬ 
rative closure are explained by reference to an ahistorical 
order which we must simply accept. The representational 
system of language as book situates the viewer as reader, a 
subject unified by the process of following a text. In the 
early films, the role of written language is thus fairly sim¬ 
ple; it provides an authority for the impersonal causality, 
parallelisms, and temporality informing the narrative. The 
later films, however, will, trouble the device by making the 
narrative as a whole revolve around a search for the right 
word, the correct reading, the Concealed text. 

Narrative logic and temporal relations—two mafor sys¬ 
tems operative in cinema—have already helped us to 
characterize Dreyer's early work, to mark its differences 
from the norms of the period. We have gone beyond 
the simple sorts of thematic oppositions mentioned at the 
outset of this chapter by identifying a principle•—the 
impersonal cause—which oversees the narrative’s pro¬ 
duction—-the creation of parallels, of the protagonist, of 
litnif, and of written language- Alt of these structures 
could, of course, be themafired- The real need, though, is 
to See them as in process, a set of systems in dynamic 
interaction, 

But one other system claims our attention. What strikes 
us most upon seeing the early films is their plastic beauty. 
Shot for shot, the films prior to jean tie it'Arc constitute 
remarkable explorations of how cinematic space may be 
constructed, and it is to those explorations that wc must 
now turn. 



Early Films: The Construction of Space 


| tist as the films before La Plas^ion de Jeemte d'Arc do not 
question the premises of narrative and temporal unit); so 
they do not attack dominant conceptions of the relation of 
narrative to cinematic space. But just as the early films 
make visible their own tendencies toward closure, so some 
qualities of Dreyer's spaces test certain aspects of classical 
practice. To understand how Dreyer's style works, we 
need lu examine how the classical cinema treats space. 

NARRATIVE AND SPACE IN 
THE CLASSICAL CINEMA 

What does it mean to claim that space is motivated by nar¬ 
rative structure? In general, we can assume that in artistic 
form not all components are equal, that as Yuri Tynianov 
phrases it, "one factor may be put forward at the expense 
of the others/' 1 The dominant structure motivates, or jus¬ 
tifies,. Other structures. For example, a poetic tradition may 
require rhyme, and this motivates the poem's choice of 
words. Boris Toniashevsky has pointed out that a device 
may be motivated "realistically" (i.e., as verisimilitude), 
"compositionsEly" (as functioning in the text's overall con- 
struction), or "artistically'' (as a device calling attention to 
itself). , 

The concept of motivation is indispensable to an exami- 
nation of Dreyer's early films, since they bear a complex 
relation to ton temporary principles of film form. It is ap¬ 
parent that by k?l8 there had arisen a dominant conception 
of cinematic style as a unified system. In the previous, 
chapter, we saw the problem as that of telling a story, but 
that is only part of the matter. The most pressing problem 
became that of telling a store art filrn r mapping a narrative 
pattern onto cinematic material — the moving image in 
space and time. The solution to the problem was to define 
narrative logic as the dominant force, the one which would 
control filmic time and space. After Ince, the very practice 
of studio film production tended to treat the store as the 


preexistent given which was to be transcribed onto film. 
Cinematic space became a means of manifesting and sus¬ 
taining narrative. 

In this way the classical narrative cinema can be seen as 
using realistic and compositional motivation to construct a 
coherent, homogeneous representation of space. Space is 
closed and unambiguous, defined by written material (ti¬ 
tles) or establishing shots. Space is continuous,, even across 
shot changes, through applications of the "axis of action" 
or ISO' 7 ' rule, the shot reverse-shot, the eyeline match, and 
the match on action. Space is balanced: the mise-eti-scene 
centers the single character and arranges groups symmet¬ 
rically- Since space is chiefly a container for action, tl must 
not be motivated '"artistically," as a device calling attention 
to itself; space must not come forward to di street from 
the narrative. Decor, for example, is motivated realistically 
(a bank contains desks and a safe) and compositionally 
(props are used in the action). Focus and lighting blur and 
dim backgrounds in medium and close shots of characters; 
just enough background remains to anchor the figures in 
space, but the background cannot claim attention in its 
own right. J Filmic space becomes the scene of narrative 
action, which in the silent cinema means chiefly figure 
movement. The serial, the slapstick comedy, the Western, 
the adventure film, the historical epic, even the comedy of 
manners, all utilise narrative space a$ a site for moving 
humans, animals, vehicles, or natural forces. Stasis serves 
merely to punctuate bodily action. Finally, the space of the 
classical cinema is anthropomorphic. The human body be¬ 
comes the measure of ail space, and the character furnishes 
a narrative meaning for the displayed body. Thus narrative 
space relies not only on dynamic physical action but also 
on the human face, what Pascal Bund/.rr has called "the 
symbol and standard of the unity of the body. , . the 
summit of a stenographic pyramid," 4 Expressivity of torso 
and face charges narrative space with human presence. In 
such ways, camerawork, editing, and WNSP-err-scerre work 
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to motivate the subordination of space to narrative logic. 

This is HOI to say that the System always succeeds, for 
there is always the possibility of inadequate motivation. 
Cinematic space may struggle to pul] away from narrative 
demands. From the pcrceiver's point of view, there is not 
only the story but also flickering snippets of space. Film 
images rush at us, teeming with perceptual and cognitive 
ambiguities. The images must be constantly watched over, 
held in check. To account for such phenomena,, Tynianov 
saw motivation in art as a negative force, tending to 
smooth out the struggle among factors. 4 In the cinema, 
Stephen Heath has pointed out that this struggle between 
containment and dispersion arises from “the relative un- 
specification of film and the consequent need for a work of 
Specification, tor siwy^fottiuii pmn'iiu'!■>. (modus, of signaling 
actions, of marking them for functional integration) in 
order as it were to raise the recording of actions to the level 
of notation from which, in language, the novel begins."* 
The system is torn by a struggle: narrative logic as the dom¬ 
inant element seeks to subordinate space, while space will 
not always lie peacefully back, 7 

The foregoing outline remains, of course, only a sketch; 
we shall need to amplify it later. Fur now, the central point 
in that Dr ever enters film history just when the classical 
spatial system is concluding its development. Because of 
this, that system affords a necessary background for the 
stylistic work, of his early films, l shall not try' to exhaust 
these films' stylistic operations, nor shall I discuss the 
many ways in which the early films are quite ordinary for 
their day, 1 shall indicate only those areas which differ 
markedly and interestingly from this paradigm. Not that 
the difference is drastic: in Drover's early films, the goal of 
a unified, narratively comprehensible space is hardly in 
question,. What we find instead is an. adherence to general 
premises coupled with idiosyncratic deviations from 
specific conventions. Still, the deviations are not simply 
haphazard: they constitute a unified spatial style. They re¬ 
sult from problems of motivation created for the canonized 
system. Let us take a concrete example. 

The story of The Person's Writer i.s this: In order to get a 
post in a village church, Sofren has had to marry the previ¬ 
ous parson's wife. Dame Margaret. Sofren has smuggled 
his mistress Mari into the parsonage as his sister, and the 
young couple have sought to devise ways to circumvent 
Margaret while they wait for her to die. One day while 
both Margaret and Mari are in the loft, Sofren boldly shifts 


the ladder, hoping to hasten the old woman's end. But it Ls 
Mari who falls. Our specimen sequence shows Soften car¬ 
rying Mari to the house (figs. 1, 2, 4), Dame Margaret fol¬ 
lowing (figs. 3, 5, 6), and Sofren collapsing in grid (figs. 
7-la). Stylistically, this passage is highly characteristic of 
Drover's early films. 

In its editing, the sequence relies upon narrative mo¬ 
tivation. Bach cut serves the ongoing action. At the outset 
of the sequence, crosscutting directly compares Soften's 
movements to Dame Margaret's. Apart from the implied 
temporal simultaneity (while Sofren carries Mari, Margaret 
follows), there is also the rigorous "rhyming'" of locales: 
inside the bam (1. Sofren;— 3. Margaret) 
outside fhe house (2. Sofren;— 5, Margaret) 
inside the house (4. Sofren;—■ 6. Margaret) 

The rhymes culminate in shot 7, when 'Sofren and Mar¬ 
garet meet at Mart's bed. Later the image of Soften in the 
next room (10) is inserted between images of Margaret be¬ 
side Mari (9, 11), 1 fore the shot nf Bofren's face appears at 
the moment of maximum tension. When Margaret goes to 
line doorway (shot 12) she establishes an axis of action be¬ 
tween herself and Sofren. Cutting to a reverse angle (on. 
the other side of the doorway), Dnyur gives us a bat of 
classical shot-reverse-shot, eyeline-match editing (13=14). 
The eyeline cutting furthers the exchange of glances that 
leads to the final composition, (shot 15), thus maintaining 
the role of editing in orchestrating the development of the 
d ram a. 

The ruui'-cu-FLYHC of the segment, though, shows a more 
striking individuality. Where another director would have 
used several close-ups, Drcyer uses several long shots. Vir¬ 
tually every lung shot exhibits what I shall call a tableau 
composition. Like the classical long shot, the tableau 
moves toward balance and symmetry, but achieves it 
within a shallower, sparser, more static visual field. In 
DreyeTs tableau, the background plane tends to stand at a 
90 s angle to the camera. Characters, move left and right or 
(less often) forward and back, but almost never diagonally. 
Often a vertical axi* bisects the frame (see shots 2, 4. 5, “ 
9). Architecture determines the figures' behavior; most of 
the cum position^ are framed by some regular geometrical 
shape (rectangle or triangle) and room is left around each 
character, reserved as it were for each one's movements. 
(The chair awaits Sofren in shot 6, two shots before he w ill 
sit in it). The drive toward compositional symmetry in fact 
overrides the sequence's one deviation from the classical 
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rules (the reversals of screen direction from shot 5 to shat 
6). Details of setting are organized with regard to shape 
and frame placement, and often attract attention in their 
own right. {Note the decentered framing which includes 
jug and plates in shot 4), The characters' costumes are 


spare—black dress or suit; ruff or tabbed collar—and 
function as quasi-abstract shapes in the compositions 
(e.g,, shots 1, 13, 14), Lighting, at moments quite flat, is 
used principally to define the edges of the characters' fig¬ 
ures and pick them out slightly from background planes. 


Copyrighted material 


40 EARLY FILMS: THE CONSTRUCTION OF SPACE 


fy ny 


ihted it 


10 


11 


12 


y righted image Lopyrigh 


13 14 

as in the subtle silvering around Dame Margaret (6-8). 
Throughout the characters' movements are slow and de¬ 
liberate, their gestures restricted to turning the head, ex¬ 
tending a hand, kneeling. 

Ths: rigcmjuS tableau quality of ttiL L long shuts is bal¬ 
anced by the expressivity of the faces. Just as doorway and 
bedstead frame the bodies, irises frame the heads In the 
tenth shot, the abrupt isolation of Sofren's face signals a 
drastic shift from the tableau space- The climactic moment 
of the scene, when Dame Margaret reassures him that Mari 
will live, is underlined by two medium close-ups of the 
pair (13 and 14), Moreover, the prominent backgrounds 
now virtually vanish from the facial shots, and lighting 
functions to render nuances of expression, as in the deli¬ 
cate play on Margaret's features (14), 

The interplay of tableau and face does not constitute a 
merely localized effect, for part of the force of the duality 
stems from its subtle recurrence throughout the film. We 
have already wen how The fizr^etf r s iVrjfoztf is built largely 
out of parallelisms; we can now see that our earlier analysis 


i mag 


15 

(pp. 29—30) also illustrates the mist.-o^-sebie structures of 
tableau and face. Indeed, one clear-cut parallelism emerges 
from the sequence just examined. Near the end of the film, 
Margaret bids farewell to her farm and goes into her house 
to die, Mari and Sofren follow her inside. Several shots in 
the sequence stand parallel to ones we have just con¬ 
sidered. Compare, say, figures 16-17 with shots 6. 3, and 
12, or figure 18 with shot 7; quite exactly, Mari replaces 
Margaret as housewife and Margaret replaces Mari as vic¬ 
tim. In such ways, tableaux and facial expressions may 
subtly echo each other across a film. 

While this sequence from The Parson T Ww/mu has great 
interest of its own, the dialectic of tableau and face 
exemplifies the spaiiai dynamics of Dreyer's early films. 
J'he motivated relationship of space to narrative has been 
slightly displaced; the films shift the center of gravity of the 
classical system. Dreyer accepts ths: classical premise of 
closed symmetry within the frame but pushes it even fur¬ 
ther by an emphasis on the tableau: a long shot which ex¬ 
hibits quite shallow spatial relations, geometrical decor. 
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and slow figure movement. Thus in Dreyer's hands the 
uir noticeable balance of the classical shot becomes noticeably 
rigid, 1 'painterly." The long shot coordinates architecture 
and figures,. the space flattens, and the spare decor stands 
out in its own right. At the other pole stands the tight facial 
shot. Just as the tableau derives from the classically sym¬ 
metrical shot, SO the face extends the anthropocentric 
Concerns of the dominant spatial system, but with two dif¬ 
ferences, First, the face is often radically split from the 
surrounding tableau space. Second, the relative stasis of 
the tableau is counterbalanced by situating intense narra¬ 
tive activity in the human face. The drama takes place in 
and through glances and expressions, By constructing 
space around these two poles, Dreyer's films modify or¬ 
thodox filmmaking practice. 

THE TABLEAU AND THE FACE 

In various ways, Dreyer insisted upon himself as an artist 
working with chamber space. He prided himself on having 
designed many of the sets of his early films. In Thou Shalt 
Honor Thy Wife. "For the first time we shot in four-walled 
sets. 1 '* His goal for the sound film was "the impression that 
a film photographer, equipped with camera and mi¬ 
crophone, had sneaked unseen into one of the homes in 
the town just ns some kind of drama is taking place within 
the family, , , , Film must go inside houses, inside homes/' 1 * 
He claimed (incorrectly) the A1 khncl was the first fotrrr- 
merspiclfiim. Anyone who goes through Dreyer's volumi¬ 
nous preparatory notes and clippings is astonished at the 
man's obsession for details of room decor, from upholstery 
patterns to the carvings on bannisters. And our segment 
from The Parson's Widow exemplifies how, throughout 
Dreyer's films, the architecture of the interior dominates. 


18 

Dreyer's chambers are not offices, factories, or public 
meeting halls. In his early films, the social chamber may be 
a theatre {Michael}, a courtroom (The President), a prison 
(The President, Leaves from Satan's Book), an inn (The Parson's 
Widow, Leaves), or, most often, a church, The church interior 
is the site of most social ceremonies, the space within 
which individuals confront each other through marriages, 
funerals, and worship, but the most common interior 
space remains that of the home. All of Dreyer's films are 
dominated by domestic interiors, from the ghetto apart¬ 
ments of The Stigmatized Ones, the palaces and cottages of 
Owes upon a Time, and Dame Margaret's house in The Par¬ 
son's Wfdtfte to the farmhouses in The Bride of Gtomdal and 
the upper-class interiors of The President. Leaves from Satan's 
BrwJt pointedly contrasts interiors across four epochs. And 
of course MfcfrffleJ and Thou Shntt Honor Thy Wife lake place 
almost completely in domestic space The latter film's 
opening titles could stand as an emblem of the kammertpiel 
bent of Dreyer's early work: 'Tn the many streets of the big 
city, house stands by house. And in the houses, people live 
in Sayers, like wild birds who make their nests in the 
cliff. r , nest over nest. , , , Each morning the thousands 
of homes in the city ivake up, and every single home is a 
world unto itself. , . /' 

In these interiors we find the source of the tableau in 
Dreyer's early films. As image and Structural principle, the 
tableau is firmly tied to a tradition of what we might call 
chamber art. Historically the stylistic premises of this tradi¬ 
tion arc the perspective discoveries of quattrocento paint¬ 
ing and theatre, whereby space is conceived as a cube to be 
filled by human figures. With the increasing secularization 
of subject matter in northern baroque painting, chambers 
housing the Virgin or various saints were replaced by 
everyday interiors, the bedrooms, parlors, and kitchens of 
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bourgeois homes OJ" this chamber tradition the master is 
undoubtedly Vermeer, who in his short career specialized 
in depicting middle-class habits and habitats, burghers and 
ladies at peace among their carpets., lutes, oil paintings, 
harpsichords, bowls of fruit, jewelry—all bathed In the 
radiance from an adjacent windowpanc. 1 " 

The bourgeois interior reappears in two modified 
forms that relate directly to Dreyer's work. In the theatre 
of the late nineteenth century, the plays of Tbsen and 
Strindberg initiated a tradition of chamber drama which, 
although sometimes repugnant to the middle class, finally 
became accepted as the norm of intimate psychological 
theatre. This naturalistic theatre, with its conventions of 
domestic tragedy, dominated the Danish stage of Drever's 
youth until well after World War I. Less well known but 
even more important for an imderstiiridingof Drevet's film 
style is the painting style cultivated by the Dane Vilhelm 
I lammershot {1864-1916). Indeed, Hammershpt's career 
might be regarded as the reductio ad absurdum of the en¬ 
tire chamber tradition. Confined indoors nearly all hi* later 
life, he spent years painting pictures of chairs, bookcases, 
sofas, blank windows, open doors, figures quietly reading 
or discreetly turned from the viewer, even completely 
empty corridors and parlors. "Room in 25 Bredgadc": he 
applied the same title to several picture*. Although he may 
seem a minor Imitator of Vermeer, his work stands in a 
more illuminating relation to Dreyer's than does the work 
of any master. There was a Hammers hoi revival in the 
Danish art world of 1914—IB, the years during which Dreyer 
was learning film craft; Dreyer claimed to admire the 
painter's work 11 ; and one need only glance at Hammer- 
shni's pictures to notice a Dreyerian insistence upon hare 
white walls, soft-angled lighting, severe surfaces, and the 
subordination of figure to architecture and decor (fig, 19). 
There are other pertinent sources, too, such as the stylized 
stage designs of Mas Reinhardt and the tendency of 
Danish cinema as a whole toward plastic experimentation 
{fig. 2G, from BlonVs Alhmi is). 

Yet to frame the problem as one of sources is partly to 
take the films on their own terms, since Dreyer very prob¬ 
ably saw the painterliness of the frame as one way of 
distinguishing his films from the "film-product" of com¬ 
mercial manufacture. TTis citation of pa ini mg tradition* be¬ 
came a habit: Breughel and medieval miniatures in La J-Va*- 
sjfFFr tie fevnne tTArc, tkkhlin in Vflmpyr, the Flemish masters 
of genre paintings and anatomy lessons in Day of Wnsf/i, 
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E lammershui and Whistler again in Orrfel and Gcrfj'Krf, To 
stop with sources is to accept the films' aspirations to 
high art without considering how the tableau operates in 
Cinema, Our primary question, framed by the Russian 
Formalists, is not "Where from?" but "What tor?" 13 I Eam- 
rrtershui, Atlantic, and the rest are significant because by 
inserting certain features of the chamber-art tradition into 
another medium., Dreyer created a specifically cinematic 
phenomenon, the tableau- 

For the tableau image in painting functions very differ¬ 
ently in film. Cinema, especially in the 1920s, seems unwill¬ 
ing to tolerate the stillness and fixity- of such a composed 
totality. Mon 1 than one theorist at the time identified 
movement as the very 7 essence of the film medium; stasis 
became "uncinematic. jr Later Ernest Undgren write*: 
"What has the film maker to correspond to the color and 
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visual design of the painter, the solid masses of the sculp¬ 
tor, the musical sounds of the com poser? . . . Undoubtedly 
the answer to that question is movement/' 13 The tableau in 
Dreyer's films puts a certain pressure on such assump¬ 
tions. When an alien stylistic element (c.g,, the tableau) is 
introduced into a homogeneous system (e.g., narrative 
logic's control of cinematic space), the consequences are 
not peaceful. The alien element, if stressed, can deform 
others. The result for Dreyer's early films has been accu¬ 
rately, if disapprovingly, defined by a writer describing The 
President's "stow, academic, and tedious tempo, its need in 
dwell upon 'beautiful images' at the expense of movement 
and psychological ambiguity." 34 More positively the fea¬ 
tures which we have observed in the scene from The Ffrr- 
K77 's Widow recur in Dreyer's other films, and an analysis of 
those recurrences will let us see how the tableau in cinema 
obeys certain norms but alters others. 

The tableau harmonizes the entire frame space as a 
composed field. Viewed as a long shot, usually from a 
straight on angle, the tableau presents a unified, closed 
organization. There are none of the sinuous interfacings of 
a vu n Sternberg mm position, nor of the crisscrossed 
diagonals of an luseostein shot. Here horizontals and ver¬ 
ticals dominate, turves tend to be regular and symmetrica], 
and stability of framing prevails. Objects and figures tend 
to interact across one plane rather than recessionally: the 
characters in figure 21 are grouped as if in a frieze. Even 


though the depth is in ore pronounced in figure 22, it is 
provided by regularly receding distinct planes, and the 
depth remains subordinate to the overall symmetry of the 
architecture. 

Within this stable frame space, [Eu- figures tend lo be 
caught in carefully poised gestures. "Still life* with human 
beings": E. H. GombriclVs description of Vermeer's point¬ 
ings applEes as well to Dreyer's tableaux. 15 Some of Drey¬ 
er's early films contain sequences bustling with activity, 
but the most characteristic Scenes have comparatively 
little physical action. It is remarkable that only twenty-five 
years after the invention of "the art of movement," a direc¬ 
tor began systematically to challenge the primacy of mo¬ 
tion in ihut art. When movement does occur within Lhe 
tableau, it tends to be slight and slow. The figures' dis¬ 
placement is ruled by the economy of the tableau, space, as 
when the characters in The Bride of Gfunr.ifai slowly cross 
their rooms of as when the king and princess in Once upon u 
Terre move within the geometrical ambit of the court. In the 
specimen example from The Rrrscers Widow, Sofren's 
movements are situated within the circumscribed space of 
the house. Indeed, movement of ten occurs less for its own 
sake than as a passage from one tableau to another. In 
Lra pcs from Snfair's Book (fig. 23), Jesus, in pausing in the 
crook of a free, becomes part of a pair of curves gently 
balancing him against the sleeping, statuesque disciples- 
The empty passage of a barn rests in calm recessional 
perspective (fig. 24); Dame Margaret enters, and her head 
balances the heap of clothes on frame right, Most impor¬ 
tant, as all these instances suggest, the figures are subordi¬ 
nated to the overall design of the shot. The re framings of 
Hollywood cinema, in their terse acquiescence lo the ac¬ 
tor*' behavior, have no place in Dreyer s work. The tableau 
remains an architectonic principle, whereby the human 
figure is defined within a rigorously stable environment. 

It may seem, though, that the stable tableau is not a 
shallow one, lor Dreyer's early films often make use of 
depth cues to mark out several distinct planes. Does this 
mean, as Andre EJazin wouid have it, that we must discard 
Dreyer the "pirtorialist" in favor of Dreycr the "realist" id 
deep space? No- In the early films, depth paradoxically 
functions to reaffirm the tableau composition. The fixity 
and stability' of fhe tableau can be perfectly well supported 
by deep space as long as the depth generates a closed, 
harmonious totality and not a more open frame in which 
the viewer's eye is constantly pulled between various 
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24. The Parson's Widow. 

planes.. Dreyer seldom relates foreground to background in 
dynamic ways. Either the movement in the shot is loo fleet¬ 
ing, and the composition in depth is unsustained, or there 
is Little movement at all, and the composition in depth 
freexos into a tableau. In either event, the complexity of 
dynamic deep space, as found in Renoir or Mizoguchi, is 
cancelled. Even in The Stigmatized One s, Dreyer's most am¬ 
bitious attempt at deep space, we can discover a dramatic 
interaction of characters in depth only if we yank one 
frame oul of context; when the film is projected, the effect 
is hardly noticeable, Conversely, a depth shot may be held 
for some time, but only when the movement lias died 
down. While the couple in the distance of figure 25 ehat 
quietly the nearer figures simply sit, as if decorating the 
doorway Renoir's busy foregrounds and Mizoguchrs con¬ 
stantly shifting diagonal axes remain Irretrievably different 
from such compositions as these. E ven Drey ex's contem¬ 
porary Lang, another stylist of an architectural turn, maps 
his tableau like shots in more pronounced depth {usually 
produced by recessional groupings and a riot of busy pat¬ 


terns in costume and decor). In Dreyer’s films, the stillness 
of Lite tableau demands static planes. 

Indeed, a deep-splice shot can actively serve the tab¬ 
leau principle. In Denver's earlv films, depth yields middle- 
ground shapes which can frame the tableau. Regular, solid 
shapes, such as doors and arches, become privileged, A 
doorway may frame a dinner, a father's greeting, or a fu¬ 
neral (figs, 26-28), just as they frame Sofren's and Mar¬ 
garet's movements in The finrsaiTs IrVidrm, 1 (Jigs. +, 6, 8). 
Similarly, arches may endow the tableau with a massive 
menu mentality (figs. 29-30) or lend a gentler supporting 
shape (figs, 31, 32, II), In such ways, depth provides the 
closed geometrical patterns and groupings which the 
abstract decor yields in shallower com positions. Again, it is 

25, The SfqfWfiNzflf Ojjcs. 
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a matter of the subordination of the playing space to the 
total frame space: the abstracting qualities of the decor no 
longer spread themselves out alongside the figures but 
interpose themselves between the viewer and the figures, 
Most often, of course, the space is not very deep at all. 
The tableau seldom frames the chamber obliquely; walls 
and furniture vary only slighlEy from a perpendicular axis. 
Furnishings and other projections from the rear plane are 
minimized. Actors tend to play close to the wall and in¬ 
teract parallel to It. All the pictorial cues for flatness of 
space—comparable familiar size of objects, uniformly dear 
edges and smooth textures, horizontal rather than diag¬ 
onal lines—operate in Dreyer's tableaux. Another direc¬ 
tor would have shot a sleeping man {fig. .13) from a three- 


quarters or head-on view; not only does Dreyer shoot 
Jakov in profile, but Lhe area which Lbe man inhabits- is so 
shallow that his body projects scarcely further from the 
wall than tKi_- thin shelf behind him. (Compare fig, 34.) 
In figure 35. virtually the only cue positioning the crockery 
behind Joseph and Genevieve is the ancient rule that the 
higher an element is in the com position, the further away it 
is assumed to he. At times the shallowness of the scenog- 
raphic space is positively oppressive, a* when the kitchen 
in Tire President becomes a chamber utterly empty at its 
center, a room with all its furniture shoved up against the 
rear wall (fig. 16). When Karl-Viktor and his servant go to a 
wall, he turns and literally opens it (fig, 37) r momentarily 
pushing the shot into depth before the composition again 
recovers flatness (fig. 3fJ). Here Dreyer bares the device of 
the tableau as dependent upon a flat space. In such shots 
as these, the painterly tradition of chamber art shoulders 
its way into cinema and deforms, by the flatness of rrri'sc- 
flf-sflfrie and framing, the way interior spaces are normally 
portrayed. 

The implications of the tableau are most strikingly 
sensed in the functions of decor, As we have already seen, 
Dreyer tended to view the prominence of decor in his films 
as an index of psychological realism, whereby rooms con¬ 
veyed "the occupant s personality." 16 This idea Is common 
in the chamber-art tradition, which is predicated upon the 
assumption that the home offers a secure site for the con¬ 
struction of the individual as private ciLizen.' 7 No wonder, 
then, that Dreyer was able to conceive of his domestic set¬ 
tings as psychologically revelatory; chain her art celebrates 
the domestic interior partly because this space defines the 
individuality of the inhabitant through decor selected and 
arranged fry the inhabitant, 
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45- Thf. President. 

Vet the settings pose inure complex problems than 
Dreyer seems to have realized. The decor is not obviously 
"Expressionist" nor even merely expressive; most of the 
objects do not become props interacting with the per¬ 
formers, How to explain the fact that the settings just sit 
there? At one level, these meticulously familiar objects 
simply work toward verisimilitude, a touch of reality. At 


another level, however, the objects' realism cannot justify 
the emphasis which the frame places upon them Sofnen 
pauses in the doorway {fig. 39), hut the shot gives con- 
siderablc weight to shelves, clothes on a line, and a bench. 
The narrative interest of the scene in figure 35 is the re¬ 
lation between Joseph and Genevieve, yet the unusual 
prominence of the upper area of thu shot and the tidily 
balanced composition stresses how the crockery ranges 
along each side of a vertical axis. The presiding judge 
Karl-Viktor (fig. 4d) is hardly more important than the still 
life at his desk. Objects may be sprinkled around the char¬ 
acters. as if floating in a vacuum (fig. 41). Whereas the clas¬ 
sical cinema strives to align the space of the action with the 
total frame space., Dreyfr's tableau tends to make the 
arena of the action only a part—and sometimes the lesser 
parr—of the architectural space of the entire frame. Our 
attention swerves to objects and furnishings; details of 
these chambers become as clearly articulated as the figures. 

Our attention is not seized capriciously; set design and 
lighting point out the objects and furnishings of these 
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chambers. For Josef von Sternberg, as Rudolf Amheim has 
put it, "space tvas most visible when crowded with ob¬ 
jects ," 1H For Dreyer, as for Vermeer and Hammcrshoi, space 
is most visible when empty. Neutral white or black avails, 
stripped bare., act as the ground for patterns that verge on 
the starkly geometrical. Outlines may be painted or carved 
into the wall itself, as in the palmleaf wallpaper in figure 
40, the zigzag streak (fig. 42)„ or the scalloped arch (fig. 43). 
Or the pattern may emerge from the arrangement of ob¬ 
jects upon a neutral wall, an arrangement that will be 
geometrical either in an elaborately detailed rhythm—e.g., 
the canopy-shaped sweep of cameos in figure 44—or in 
simple, severe blocks (fig. 45). In either case, the neu¬ 
tralization and patterning of decor seals the figures within 
an architecture that fans Out on either side of them, pen 
pendiculaT to our gaze. Dreyer'* set design generates a sta 
hie ground against which every figure and item of decor 
stands out. 

Moreover, in the tableau shot the lighting is crisp and 
clear, No patches of Impressionist flou blur the volumes 
and edges of the objects. Speaking of a "linear" style in 
painting, Heinrich WbLffiin writes: "Seeing by volumes 
and outlines isolates objects. . . . Interest lies more in the 
perception of individual material objects as solid, tangible 
bodies." 3 ' 1 Driver's tlattish frontal lighting, supplemented 
by a slight edge lighting, refuses to privilege figure over 
settings, so that the surrounding objects stand out through 
line and tonality. Backgrounds come forward. Even when 
there are areas of darkness and light, the overall G&tott of 
the decor is never lost- Lighting can become another ab¬ 
stracting element, either accenting the shallowness of the 
frame Space [fig, 46) or projecting strong geometrical pat¬ 
terns (fig, 47). Even sidelighting will not diffuse the de¬ 


fined shapes: in figure 48, the lines of the arch, the hanging 
weight, the brazier, and Ihe rack all remain articulated. 
Dreyer ft lighting gives the objects what Wdlfflin calls ''dis¬ 
tinctness plastically felt-" 215 

What, then, are the functions of such aggressive decor, 
settings that so quickly outrun verisimilitude and psy¬ 
chological expressivity? Isolated, patterned to claim our at¬ 
tention, these plates and cameos and lamps and picture 
frames challenge, quietly and subtly, the primacy of the 
narrative action. The evocative quality of Drover's early 
films stems in part from the way that decors become narra¬ 
tively peripheral but visually prominent. In one sense, 
what Yasujiro Ozu does by cutting from narrative action to 
details of setting, Dreyer does through the arrangement 
and lighting of decor: the shallow, linearly composed tab¬ 
leau* consistently lure our eye toward apparently sig¬ 
nificant but ultimately inscrutable objects; we do not grasp 
their meanings, only their spatial qualities; the objects e*ist 
chiefly as shape, sheen, and pattern. Freud pointed out 
that the German term for the "uncanny" was unhcimlick, 
"what docs not belong to the home." 11 In a comparable 
way, Dreyer's interiors literally defamiliarize domestic space. 
His use of the chamber-art tradition distorts the norms of 
classical cinema by abstracting interior space to such a de¬ 
gree that decor is some times pulled out of gear with the 
demands of narrative logic; setting becomes a spectacle in 
its own right. 

Only sometimes, however. Even these decors are not so 
radical that the tableau refuses the premises of the classi¬ 
cal cinema. Instead, the idiosyncratic features of Dreyer's 
style spring from a play within those premises, and the 
tableau is one term of that play, The tableau extends fea¬ 
tures of the dominant style, even defamiliarizing our view 
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of the normal way in which human movement and interior 
space are represented; at its most radical limit, the tableau 
emphasises decor to a point exceeding its narrative func¬ 
tionality. By itself, however, the tableau does not funda¬ 
mentally question classical principles. It does not repudiate 
its ultimate dependency upon that chamber art tradition 
which, in its historical dimension, reaffirms a unified and 
comfortable conception of the person at home in a private 
space- 

The commitment of the tableau to a stable and consis¬ 
tent space is evident from the control of camera move- 
ments and editing. Dreyer's early films rely little on camera 
movement. (Our segment from The Fa raws Widow is typi¬ 
cal in this respect.) When the camera does move, it follows, 
expectably, a lateral path. A track in or out would destroy 
the shallow space and burst open the tableau into depth. 
Instead, Dreyer's commonest camera movements seek to 
minimize depth cues. The favored movement is the pan 
shot across fairly static subjects. In Leaves from Satan's Book, 
after a long shot of the Last Supper. Drover cuts to a me¬ 
dium shot of disciples at the right of the table and pans 
slowly left; every man is framed in a balanced tableau 
composition. In Tire President, pan shots not onlv fisc the 
tableau but also symmetrically "bookend 1 ' one segment, 
Thu courtroom scene begins with a pan left from the jurors 
past the judges to end on Victurine's arrival in court; the 
scene ends with a pan right from the departing Vittorine 
past the judges to end on an almost vacant jury box. 

In addi tion, the tracking shot has the potential to create 
tableaux. The most famous camera movement in Dreyer’s 
early work is the symmetrical tracking shot which follows 
Marie Antoine he to her cell in Leaves front Snlurr’s Book. At 
the beginning of the shot, we have Marie Antoinette and 
her guards framed in the characteristic doorway. When 
they turn a sharp 90° and continue their walk parallel to the 
wall, the camera starts to track laterally with them, still sus¬ 
taining balanced and fairly shallow compositions. Mane 
Antoinette enters her cell, again framed, while her jailer 
stands posed outside; this last composition ends the shot. 
Moving laterally and at a constant speed, Dreyer's camera 
will have none of the sudden flights of German or French 
Impressionist camera movement of the period. Later, in 
Vimfntr. Gertrud would begin to use arcing pan and track 
movements which turn the figures into pieces of sculpture, 
but the early films simply insist on preserving the flat 
tableau. 


Similarly, Dreyer's editing never systematically violates 
the conventions of the currently emerging classical style. 
As our segment from The Parson’s Widen* illustrates, the or¬ 
dinary methods of crosscutting are perfectly suited to the 
films' dependence upon narrative parallelisms. In Leaws 
from Satan's Book, every one of the four episodes relies upon 
crosscutting to signify not only temporal simultaneity 
but also narrative similarity' or contrast. For instance, 
in the French Revolution episode, 'while Joseph rises to 
power arming the jacobins, scenes of Marie Antoinette's 
life in prison compare her suffering with the harsh rev¬ 
olutionary regime. The Stigmatized Ones uses crosscutting 
to parallel the various strands of action in the climactic 
pogrom, In The Bride of G hnnMl, crosscutting matches 
Bent's father's farm with the farm belonging to Tore's, 
family, and what emerges is the contrast of a barren, self¬ 
ish life and a fertile, loving one. More importantly, such 
crosscutting offers no threat to the tableau mise-en-scene; 
when spatially disparate compositions are juxtaposed, the 
thematic parallels depend in part upon the posed stability 
of each tableau. 

Cutting into the scene creates more difficulties. Since 
the tableau depends upon a large-scale spatial balance, a 
cut may seem an interruption, a breakdown in the tab¬ 
leau's unity, in his career as a whole, Dreyer found two 
solutions to the problem. The later solution was that of the 
long take, which permits the sustaining of the tableau— 
better, the gradual development of the shot through sev¬ 
eral tableaux. In chapter five we shall see the con sequences 
of this. Dreyer’s earlier solution to the problem was to cut 
within the scene. The rupture of the tableau demands 
something of equal value and narrative importance to re¬ 
place it. The lack implicit in the cut could be a significant 
moment of disruption, surpassing the tableau and ques- 
turning certain promises of the classical paradigm; but in¬ 
stead Dreyer turns to the answer codified by classical 
cinema: the human face. 

We have long known that the faces- in Dreyer's films 
have a special quality, in writings and conversations he 
was explicit—"Everything human is expressed in the 
face. , . , The face is the mirror of the soul"—and he as¬ 
serted his admiration for the life likeness of the faces in 
Griffith's films.- 2 For Juan fsemoluu. Dreyer resembles 
Rembrandt in his dedication to facial expressions: "The 
spiritual quest and the aesthetic quest which constitute 
the films of Dreyer meet in the human face,"- 1 For others, 
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Dwyer'S faces offer the actor an occasion for virtuosity, as 
One reviewer uf Lrtiues from Satan's Book. suggested when he 
wrote that Clara Pontopiddan "in a close-up tried out in 
dumb anguish all her suffering and pain." 24, Yet these re¬ 
marks leave tiw real problems untouched, for in one sense 
there is nothing unusual about Dreyer's faces. Almost 
every director of narrative films privileges the face over 
other parts of the body (Only Eisenstein and the early Ozu 
seem fascinated by palms, knees, ankles, elbows, shoul¬ 
ders, and buttocks.) We again strike the classical ground¬ 
ings of Dreyer's early work: just as his chamber tableaux 
extend rather than contradict dominant principles of spa¬ 
tial construction, so his use of faces extends the anthro¬ 
pocentric concerns of the classical style. So wherein lies 
the particularity of Dreyer's method? 

The answer, as usual, lies in function. What do these 
faces do within the spatial systems of the early films? First, 
the laces gain an unusual salience through their opposition 
to the tableau. Close-up or medium close-up, these shots 
Shift u$ into another realm, Whereas in the tableau, the 
figure is subordinated to architecture, light, and decor, in 
the facial shots the human countenance triumphs over the 
surrounding^, if the tableau continues the tradition of 
chamber art, the facial shot returns to the tradition of por¬ 
traiture- As a genre, the portrait becomes prominent with 
the secularization of the late Renaissance, and developed 
into the sort of painting which sought to represent the 
uniqueness of the individual, to express definitively a sin¬ 
gular personality- 2 * In the northern countries especially, 
middle-class aspirations and self-definitions find their 
representation in portraiture, Dreyer's aesthetic, as we 
have seen, expl citly appeals to the portrait tradition in its 
psychological conception of acting and the close-up. Thus 
the significance which we intuitively assign to Dreyer's 
close-ups has its source in a systematic principle whereby 
tableau and face constitute dialectical poles informed by 
two artistic traditions. 

Apart from the systematic quality of Dreyer's reliance 
on the face, a second function stands out, The tableau sel¬ 
dom permits the dynamic representation of emotional 
qualities; its abstraction creates An ascetic geometry* As a 
result, Dreyer's actors restrict their bodily movements and 
postures to a few simple types: sitting, standing, kneeling, 
hesitating in a doorway, trudging down a road or street. 
Yet Dreyer's aesthetic demanded the projection of the most 
intimate human qualities, the J, soul/' In order not to relin¬ 


quish the tableau. Drover turns the face into a theatre, The 
face reveals what the tableau cannot- For dynamic move¬ 
ment in long shot is substituted dynamic movement in 
close-up; an acrobatic Tange of bodily behavior (such as 
we find in Keaton or Eisenstein) is replaced by a subtly 
nuanoud range of facial behavior. 

Whereas backgrounds and surroundings stand out in 
the tableau, the facial shot minimizes or eliminates them. 
Sometimes a geometrical pattern or decor will be retained 
in order to accompany the facial expression, as when steps 
behind Judas form a simple alternation of dark and light bars 
(fig. 49) or when the student is framed alongside severe 
verticals (fig. 50). Or geometrical patterns in the surround¬ 
ings may he superimposed upon the face, emphasizing 
decor within the scene but not minimizing the facial ex¬ 
pression fas in figs. 51 and 52). Most often, though, Dreyer 
dips the face free of Us surroundings and creates a physio¬ 
gnomic space distinct from the tableau. In the early films,, 
this operation is performed by costumes [often neutral) 
and by yet another geometrical device, the iris. The face 
will be picked out as a circle of brightness in a darkened 
frame; iti some films, every face is isolated in an iris. Thus 
the close-up has the same harmonious frame balance as the 
tableau. As a result of the iris, surroundings fall back [fig. 
53) or vanish altogether (fig, 54), In Michael and Thau Shalt 
Ihnwr Thtf Wife, the ins is used hj Cut the face drastically 
free of surrounding space; entire scenes will be played with 
characters' specific locations remaining somewhat inde¬ 
terminate. Thus lighting helps not only by sculpting the 
contours and texture* of the face (figs. 55-56) but also by 
Consigning backgrounds to a flat grey or black. We are left 
with what Bela Baiazs calls''microphysiognomy." Dreyer's 
use of faces constitutes an extreme Application of that 
strategy which Baiazs saw as characteristic of silent cinema 
as a whole; 

Facing an isolated fate hikes u$ out of space, our con - 
ruiiSncSii of space i$ Cut Out and toe find ourselves in 
(mother dimetmtm: iltnl of physiognomy. . . . The facial 
expression on a face [sic] is complete and comprehensible 
in itself and therefore u?e need not think of it jis existing In 
space and tone. u 

Such spiritualization of the human expression through 
"despatializatiom" lies at the root of Dreyer’s reduction or 
elimination of decor in the facial close-up. 

The use of facial close-ups is by no means fixed 
throughout the course of a film; indeed, one of their virtues 
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•49, leaves fjvtri Satan's fktLik 


50. TJiif ftofson's Widow. 


51. Tfw ftarson's tVrdour. 
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52. L«m's from Satan's Ikwk 


53. The Ones- 


54. Otl'n Shalt Hanot Thy Wife. 
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56. Leaves from Satan's fltok- 


55. 77ic J^Ktin's Widow. 

\a that they permit subtly varied shifts. Such a shift takes 
plac:e irt the most famous example of facia! ex press! tin in 
Dreyer's early films: the death of Siii in Leaves front 5ff turn's 
Book. Jean Semolue points out that Siri's death scene ''an¬ 
nounces Lg Passion de Jfflflf tf d'An' less because of the theme 
of sacrifice and renunciation than because of the pitiless 
and striking way in which the advance of death across the 
heroine's face is filmed-" 17 Much of the force of Sin'!? death 


emerges from the minute stripping-down of her close- 
ups, At an earlier point in the scene, the closest shot of 
Siri has shown her framed in the characteristic iris, but the 
geometrical pattern of the blanket remains as a trace of 
background decor (fig- 57), The decor is all but gone later 
when she prays, and again an iris isolates her face and 
hands (fig- 58). At the final moment, when she stabs her¬ 
self, 5iri r S fate hovers, tightly Frame'Ll in an iris; the sur- 
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n7. Lchuic5 frivn Satan's Bmk. 


5fl. Lfiuifles front Spam's Bwjt. 


n9. Lsziief front Satan's Book, 
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60. Lfifraep from Siiiapj's Book. 


61. Laapss/roiw Balm's Book. 


62. Ti'n 1 
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63. The PirsitJcjiL 

rounding space has sunk out of sight (fig. 59}. As Balazs 
says of Joanne d'An:, "We move in the spiritual dimension, 
of facial expression aEcTn^.'' 2 ^ 

The grid I of heightening fhe face modifies other film 
techniques. Dneyei's editing within a locale, as we have 
already seen, conforms to the classical paradigm. The ex¬ 
change of glances favored bv eyellne-match uutting is u-exi 
in Drever's early films as a way of channeling expressive 


65, The. Sliftmahied Ones. 

energies from face to face. In our segment from The Parson J s 
Widow we have already seen how the eyeline-matched 
close-ups isolate bofren's and Dame Margaret's emotional 
states. But Dreyer again extends the classical I lolly wood 
paradigm: when the expressive qualities of each face be¬ 
come so stressed, the juxtaposition of faces in an eye tine 
match becomes a way of savoring the sheer material differ¬ 
ences among faces. For example, in Leaves from Satsm , $ 
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ficwfc, eyeline matches link Jesus' disciples in the Roman 
soldiers (figs. 60-61J. The narrative point—that the disci¬ 
ples await the sold vers' assault—is accompanied by the 
sharp facial contrasts between the bearded Jews and the 
fierce Romans. In The President, the style's attention in 
faces is overtly bared when the protagonist is honored at a 
banquet. A plaque of his profile is unveiled, and the 
scene's editing contrasts the inscribed face (fig. 62) with the 
faces of the nnlookers (fig. 63). 

In Tyre Stigmatized Ones, there is a beautiful example of 
the spatial linkage and facial contrasts afforded by Dreyer's 
eye line cutting. Jakoy, the lawyer who has converted from 
Judaism to Christianity, invites a prostitute into hi* pri¬ 
vate clubroom. As he bends over her, she looks up (fig- 64). 
Her face is isolated by the shot scale, the dimming 
of background, and the iris framing. And although Jakov is 
bending to touch her, his face is isolated in ,i similar close- 
up (fig. 65). The stringent elimination of all but fecial de¬ 
tail foregrounds a new element: the cross dangling from a 
chain round Jakov 1 s neck, reminding us of his conversion 
to Christianity. The cut simultaneously presents the 
couple's intimacy and the contrast between the woman's 
apprehensive ness and Jakov's desire. In such ways, 
Drey or is able to utilize eyeline cutting not only to convey 
narrative relations but also to compare faces as faces. 

Eye line-match editing remains, of course, a localized ef¬ 
fect, lasting for no more than a few shots. Sooner Or later 
the scene must return to the tableau. (Only in La ftiasierp <fe 
fearned* Arc will Dreyer seek to build almost an entire film 
out of images of faces un media ted by any reminders 
of set 1 nographic space ) In the early films, the control of 
tableaux through crosscutting and continuity matching 
alternates with moments of intensified action in facial 
close-ups. As the segment from TV jfarstw's tVfrfeto shows, 
the spatial development of the scene follows its narrative 
trajectory. Tableaux: Sofren brings Man into the house, and. 
Dame Margaret follows. Facial shots: Sofren and Dame 
Margaret exchange glances. Tableau: Sofren kneels before 
the old woman. The tableaux close-ups tableau pattern of 
space maps itself snugly onto the crisis climax'resolution 
pattern of the classical narrative scene. (For another exam¬ 
ple. the reader is invited to turn back Lo chapter three to 
examine the parallel wedding scenes in lire Presirfcirf, 
wherein fixed tableaux bookend a culminating series of fa¬ 
cial shots.) 


Despite the importance at" the tableau, however, these 
examples make if clear the Dreyer aims finally to reveal the 
face.. The tableau lends us toward that revelation, situating 
the face but not absolutely confining it. Then it modulates 
out. reestablishing the total stenography. The climax of the 
scene turns upon the face, sn explaining his disregard of 
historical accuracy in the Pinnifth decors in Leaves from 
Saian '$ RiJwJc, Dreyer writes: J Tf, when vdu saw the HJm., 
von did not feel most touched by the soulful and heart- 
gripping acting Of Clara VVieth . - - then you were first and 
foremost too preoccupied with the external setting, which 
is so unimportant for the artistic point of the .story."Sev¬ 
ered from the torso, squeezed free nf architectural space, 
the face becomes the final sign of the human. 

If we recall Dreyer's dislike of the melodramatic cinema 
of his day, his style makes sense as a solution to the prob¬ 
lem. he had defined. 'Ihc pictorial rigor of the tableau and 
the intimacy of the face break from, a cinema of melodra¬ 
matic "sensations," Dynamic movement, absent from the 
long shot, surfaces as facial movement in close-up; a locale 
that is architectural, shallow, and sparse i§> contrasted with 
an intimate, full physiognomic space. Atone pole, the tra¬ 
dition of chamber art deforms the normal means of repre¬ 
senting place in the cinema; at the other pole, the tradition 
of portraiture deforms cinematic conventions of bodily 
space. And just as decor sometimes deflects our attention 
from narrative causalily. so does the concentration upon 
the nuances of facial expression often propel the face into 
the realm of the pure sign. But the decor remains dicgelic, 
the face remains & narrative sign. On the whole, the spatial 
system balances., and the polarity does not puli representa¬ 
tion apart. By a basic adherence to narrative intelligibility, 
Dreyer's early style, however unique, remains an exten¬ 
sion of the spatial principles of the classical cinema. 

MICHAEL 

If one were to eh none a single one of Dreyer's early works 
to exemplify the tableau-face principles, the film would 
have to be Mk'hael, for it lays bare the formal dialectic of thy 
early films, Mrrfrnc/ takes as its subject the world nf artists,, 
and its milieu creates a new level of interplay between tab¬ 
leaux and f Hires- 

Michael is the protege of the artist Zuret- When Michael 
meets Princess Znmikow, they are attracted to each other 
and eventuilllv become lovers. Michael movgs into his own 
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studio and, to support himself in splendor, sells gifts from 
Zoret and even starts stealing from him. Paralleling Zoret's 
increasing misery is a subplot tracing Herr Adelsskjold's 
reaction to his wife's affair with the Due de Monthieu. Af¬ 
ter the public acclaims his last painting. Zoret wastes away 
and dies while Michael Jolts in Princess Zamikow's arms. 

Et is evident that Michael displays the parallelisms, re¬ 
placements. and prophecies that are characteristic of 
DrevL-r's narrative structure. A dinner-table conversation 
about a death's head causes Zoret to declare that he will 
paint Caesar, and that Michael will model for Rrutus. In the 
same way the customary replacement of age by youth is 
presented here as the flagging of Zoret's artistic inspira¬ 
tion: he stops abruptly while? painting the princess's por¬ 
trait, the iris framing him moves right to frame Michael, 
and Michael feverishly completes the portrait. Subse¬ 
quently, Michael begins to ape Zoret's tastes in clothes and 
wine, sets himself up in an apartment furnished from Zor¬ 
et's studio, and proceeds to court the princess in terms pre¬ 
cisely parallel to the way his master had treated her, 

The world of artists, would-be artists, dealers, models, 
and critics not only furnishes the subject of the narrative 
but also complicates narrative logic and visual represen¬ 
tation. Most generally, the milieu motivates the compari¬ 
son of people to vbjets rtffrJ and projects the characters' 
erotic drives onto their aesthetic tastes. Characters meet or 
seduce or possess one another through art works. The 
homosexual relation between Michael and Zoret is initiated 
by Michael's seeking the master's opinion of Ids sketches. 
The subplot involving Alice Adelsskjold, her husband, and 

her lover de Monthieu manifests itself in a similar wav: 

■« 

presented with a statuette of a woman s torso, both Alice 
and de Monthieu handle it tensely before he sets it down 
and caresses it (fig. 66), In a series of doublings, the three 
major characters are reflected in different art works: 
Zoret paints a portrait of the princess, depicLs Michael 
as The Seeker, and portrays himself as an abandoned old 
man. Again, as Zoret is showing the princess his work, ho 
points out a painting of embracing lovers; the princess 
and Michael exchange glances. After the princess has left, 
Zoret pledges his devotion to Michael by giving him Tf re 
Seeker. In the early sections of the film, then, the art works 
represent a network of erotic relation ships. 

Vet all relations are eventually subsumed by religion. 
The Subplot replaces the erotic instance by a religious one 
when Alice's lover dies beside a cross. Similarly, once 


66 

Michael rejects Zoret, the film uses art objects to transform 
Zoret's doomed passion for his protege into a spiritual Statu. 
Worldly wealth no longer matters to Zoret: he pays for 
Michael's prodigality, he allows the boy to rob ham of the 
English glasses and the Algerian sketches. After Michael 
refuses tea model fear him, Zoret is seen for the first time 
framed alongside a blank canvas, a statue of a youth, and a 
crucifix on the wall. As Michael steals more and more from 
Zoret to furnish his own studio, the culmination of this 
spirituality is the Job-like image Zoret paints of himself: 
a bent old man cm an island rock. A vi si tor declares: "That 
is a man who has lost everything!" In a counterbalanc¬ 
ing movement, the transfer of art works shifts Zoret's 
sheeriy carnal qualities onto the Michael-Princess Zami- 
koiv affair (its chief emblems being the painting of a naked 
Michael and the portrait of the princess). Thus the shot of 
Zoret alone beside the figure of the old man clinches the 
replacement of erotic passion L>y a pure, hotv Suffering. 
The aiT works operate to sustain tin- spiritualisation of 
Zoret's Jove. 

Visual representation is also affected by making 
Michael's milieu that of life among the artists. Expectably, 
the tableau;face dialectic is present, now exaggerated by 
the use of middle-ground lighting and the ubiquitous iris, 
The facilities of Ufa are put to use in the film's construction 
of tableau compositions. Low lighting and extreme long 
shots render Zorefs atelier ("the house of the master") as a 
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fin-de^ieele museum. The iris not only adds its abstracting 
qualities to Dreyer's mise-i'H-sti'iu* hut also eliminates the 
overall lines ot" the building itself: whereas Lang would em¬ 
phasize the structure nt the architecture, Dreygr stresses 
the enclosure of art Objects within the huge rooms. 

The chiaroscuro lighting and the iris have a different 
effect on the faces in the film. Disembodied heads swim 
starkly out of the enveloping darkness. The usual tendency 
of the Dnever facial shot to sever expression from tableau 
is exacerbated here by the ins and the lighting: entire 
scenes arc played in dose-ups, For example, when the art 
dealer calls on Zoref, iris and lighting isolate each man's 
face, shorn of body and background. Later, the princess 
asks Michael for money, and although they are inches 
apart, they might as well be on different planets* SO abso¬ 
lutely do the shots make each face free-floating (figs, 67- 
68), In such wise-eri-scenc, we glimpse Che face beginning 
to override the tableau—a tendency of which JLrr RksIcfi de 
Jeanne d'Arc marks the culmination. 

Specific to ibis film, though* is the way in which the 
art-world milieu pushes the tableau,face dialect to complex 
extremes. The setting realistically motivates the presence 
of art objects* but specific aspects bare the device of the 
tableau, 1 face dialectic. The Russian Formalist term "baring 
the device" has been explained by Kristin Thompson as 
■'a specific type of artistic motivation which foregrounds 
the artistic structure to which the device belongs, , . , The 
moment of foregrounding calls attention to related ele¬ 


ments that form a structure in other parts of the film. 1 '-* 11 In 
MfeJWf, the afijefs d'arl ban: the tableau'face Structure- Art 
works enter the film ns images of tableaux or images of faces, 
and each can relate in turn to the characters as arranged 
in a tableau or to the characters' 1 faces. The result is an 
exhaustive survey of the combinatory possibilities which 
anticipates the "ant'holugical" systems at work in Ordet and 
Gertrud. 

']. Art Tuork as facetchararlers rr? tableau. In Zoret's studio 
stands an enormous statue of a head (fig, 69), This 
head, looming above or behind the action in extreme 
longshof, not only troubles shot scale but also jux¬ 
taposes a colossal face to the tableaux formed by the 
figures. 

2. ,4rt twuT as iabieimfciuiractc cs hr tableau. Thimighout 
Michael, paintings which depict tableau-compositions 
are juxlaposed with characters themselves participating 
in (he tableau w hich is the shot, When Zoret shows the 
princess his collection, one cut makes Michael's posture 
of holding the lamp mirror the gesture of the seeker in 
Zoret's painting (figs. 70-71). Later in the film. Michael 
moves into his own apartment, taking many of Zoret's 
works with him and mimicking Zurel'S Style of living, A 
tableau within a tableau centers Michael silhouetted in 
the foreground while one of the stolen pictures 
stands in Lite distance. In the same apartment, the pet¬ 
tiness of Michael's ambition is rendered by Ms version 
of Zoret's monumental paintings and Classical statu- 
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ary: miniatures, statuettes, and dolls, In his loneliness, 
Zoret begins painting his triptych. We see him at work 
on the central panel, and the shot Compares him and 
his majordomo to the broken old man in the painting 
(fig. 72). The doubling of tableaux within the shot as¬ 
serts itself most subtly when Zoret is showing the 
princess his collection. Zoret has been asking Michael 


to shine a lamp this way and that, but for one moment 
Michael usurps the role of pnehejrf-erf-sferfe and con¬ 
structs his own tableau. Instead of illuminating a pic¬ 
ture , Michael swings the lamp onto the princess 
herself, Hashing the light sensuously over her sparkling 
dress as if she were another flfr/t’f frrtrf (fsg, 73). 

3 . /I rl 1 icvrk as tableau character's faces , We have a head y seen 
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this juxtaposition at work /it the moment when, as 
Zoret p’Kiint*. nut the painting of an embracing couple, 
the princess and Michael exchange looks, Later, Lit the 
ballet, the ^tago performance is Constantly juxtaposed 
with tight framings of the faces of the onlookers. But 
the must striking relation nf a tableau image to a charac¬ 
ter's face occurs during the public reception of Zoret's 
triptych. He is proclaimed "the artist of sadness" and is 
awarded an oakleat-cluster medal I inn (reiterating the 
earlier Caesar allusion). As he stands before the center 
panel, the crowd of fere a toast to him, "Where is 
Michael?" he asks, and the shot pairs his face with the 
figure of the abandoned old man (fig, 74). 

A. Art iL'Lih: ra faccldiaracter's /sees. The ways in which these 
three combinations lay Lure the tableau.’face device 
should suggest the degree to which Michael overtly con¬ 
cerns itself with issues of visual representation. One 
particular scent 1 stands out for its insistence upon the 
face. While painting a portrait of the princess,. Zoret ts 
unable to render the eyes, and he passes the brush to 
Michael. The camera tracks in to Michael as he looks 
right. A mask and iris frame the princess's eyes (fig. 75); 
the camera tracks in to Michael's eyes (fig. 76). After a 
close-up of tile princess, the camera tracks back from 
Michael as he paints quickly. Zoret approves: "Test 
Now they are her eyes!" 

tt is not just that the painting's expression becomes 
the pivot for the erotic rapture of the princess and 
Michael- The scene also dramatizes the status of facial 
representation in Dreyer 1 s aesthetic: the problem of 
manifesting the soul in the face. The princess's beauty 
appears, unnamcable but visible to all, in her face- The 
artist '5 task is to copy this expressive essence faithfully 
But Zoret's failure indicates that technical skill will not 
guarantee an accurate copy, The artist must feel the 
mysterious expressive forces only fhe infatuated 
Michael can capture the eyes. Fairly obviously, the 
scene is a scale model of Drover's anthropocentric 
aesthetic of film: the actor must reveal the soul- Thus 
the portrait scene posits cinematic representation as 
unproblematic: the sensitive Lirtisf (Michael, Dreyer) 
can adequately represent unnameable essences in an 
easy passage from sign to meaning. What the book 
diies for narrative representation—in creating a final 
authority for the causation of events—the face does for 
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spatial representation: in the face resides a meaning 

which art can expose but not explain. 

Michael's final sequence, in recapitulating the narrative 
parallels, also resolves the tableau,'fare interplay. Crosscut¬ 
ring intersperses shots of Michael's bedroom with Zoret's 
death chamber. Michael's cluttered apartment is domi¬ 
nated by The Seeker, that effigy Lit him self, a token of 
Zoret's love and Michael's narcissicism (fig, 77). Zoretis 
room, in contrast, stands bare, as if Michael had stripped 
it to the walls. All that remains are a crucifix and a panel 
painting of youths — the East etyefs iVari in Zoret's milieu, 
their juxtaposition continuing to spiritualize Zoret's erotic 
passion (fig. 78), As Zoret dies, Dreyer matches tableau 
to tableau, boldly exposing the homosexual heterosexual 
parallel: Switt at Zoret's bedside, the princess in bed 
with Michael; the manservant clasping Zoret's hand under 
the cross (tig. 79), the princess caressing Michael beneath 
an erotic painting (fig. -HO). 

But this deliberate procession of tableaux remains most 
D re ye run in the way in which it modulates into climactic 
facial shots. In close-up, Zoret bequeathes all his posses¬ 
sions to Michael. At daybreak, when Sw itt shouts up from 
the courtyard that the master is dead, the princess rushes 
from the window to the suffocating gloom of the boudoir 
and rocks Michael tike a baby: "Be calm, be quiet, I am with 
you." The final shot of the film cuts short the spatial dialcc- 
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78, Production still. 

tic by prying itself loose from the! tableau and closing on 
tlie ambiguity of the woman's face shining in the darkness 
(tig, Si). The image anticipates the perpetual repetition of 
Jeanne d'Arc's expressions and the facial medium close- 
ups that conclude Day of Wrath and Qrdei. In jV]( cfwci!, as in 
Drcyer's early vvurk as a whole, the tableau remains sec¬ 
ondary to the spatial and narrative authority of the soli I* 
fully expressive human face. 
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Problematic Unities 


La Passion de femme d'Arc r Vampyr, Day of Wrath, Ordet , Ger¬ 
trud. By consensus, these are the major works of Dreyer's 
career, and each bristles with problems fur audience and 
critic. Our attention is claimed by the bizarre stylistic gym¬ 
nastics of fctittnc if Arc, the confusions and obscurities of 
Vampyr, the mysteries of motivation in Day of Wrath, the 
miracle of Ordet, the stasis of Gertrud. The films face us 
with several choices, We might, as recent critics have, turn 
away, back to the early films, which are more convention¬ 
ally attractive: thus, Ebbe Neergaard can find TJrcui Sftalf 
Honor Thy Wife Dreyer's masterpiece, while others have 
proposed The [‘arson's Widow and Michael as equal in inter¬ 
est to Day of Wrath and fcannc d’Arc . 1 While 1 admin? the 
early films, 1 think that to emphasize them is to postpone 
the much more formidable problems of aesthetic percep¬ 
tion posed by the later films. 

Two critics have already suggested that Dreyer's late 
films might be viewed as problematic in this strong sense. 
Using a religious frame of reference, Paul Schrader has 
proposed that there exists a "transcendental" film style 
which moves from a recording of the n everyday" through 
"disparity^' into stasis. Ozu's films, Schrader explains, 
posit the banality of the ordinary, then show a discrepancy 
between the everyday and tine eternal, and conclude by 
surpassing the discrepancy, not resolving it but transcend¬ 
ing it, 2 In Schrader's view, Dreyer's films lack unity and 
balance and thus remain stuck in disparity never achieving 
a transcendent stasis. 

His films, like the Gothic cathedral, are an unstable 
equilibrium of world-affirming and world-denying im¬ 
pulses. His films a nr rife with contradictions? in Day of 
Wrathfl stylized martyrdom i> fallmwd. try pastoral scenes 
of summer romance; in Ordet the ultimate imveation of 
the Holy is followed try a sensuous kiss, }oai r of Are's 
struggle to both stay alive and Jl be with God " is a typi¬ 
cally Gothic struggle. 3 


Though Schrader correctly emphasizes internal frictions, 
he speaks only of disjunctions in tone from scene to 
scene — not particularly radical or disturbing contradic¬ 
tions. Jean-Louis Comoili points out somewhat more per¬ 
vasive problems. After enumerating several terms under 
which Dreyer's films could be comfortably categorized 
("classics," "masterworks of senility," "Nordic works," J, a 
cinema of the soul" "modernism"), Comoili notices a split 
between the old-fashioned subjects and themes of the 
films and the disturbing formal and stylistic qualities: 

Is if ml precisely rr? (his space ( fin's chasm ) mftfc.fr seems 
to separate civry thing on the side of subjects, themes, 
meanings . . . from everything that rsorf the side of forms 
dud, finally, of cinema —is it not in this abnormal gap 
that fire fnfffaf pmWerrr ffes? -1 

Comoili"s formulation seems to me correct. He goes on, 
however, to propose an ultimate fusion of style and theme, 
whereby the film's examination of repressive social power 
is conducted by "a formal mechanism just as repressive 
and rigorously governed, just as implacable in its function¬ 
ing, as those of the orders and societies denounced C* This 
is to return to a theory of unity, and an excessively simple 
one. What we must keep before us is the gap—not in order 
to resolve it but to specify the conditions of its existence. 4 

The critic can pinpoint an art work's problematic as¬ 
pects by, first of alt, reactivating those problems for the 
perceiver. Although it defamiliarixcs the world, art itself 
can become excessively familiar. So the critic can usefully 
rc-defamiliarize art, as Victor Sbklovsky indicates; "The 
aim of the formalist method is not to explain the work, but 
to call attention to it, to restore that '[-mentation toward 
form 1 which is characteristic of a work of art." 7 The critic 
can also suggest the functions of the work's strangeness, 
the role which that Strangeness plays in the overall dy¬ 
namics nf the text. Tli is entails that the critical rummaging 
for meanings will no longer be rewarded by the trium- 
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phant discovery of unity but rather that the critic will be 
ready to recognize as well the forces of disunity, loss, fault, 
rupture,. 

I cannot here detail ail the ways in which problem b crop 
up in Dreyer's later work, That is the business of the fol¬ 
lowing chapters. I shall, however, suggest my general ar¬ 
gument. The late films present, first of all, important 
changes in principles of narrative logic, In the early films, 
an abstract and impersonal causality rules the narrative, 
and this force frequently manifests itself in a written text, 
Such a texl becomes a guide to the intelligibility of the film; 
it represents the very principle of intelligibility of the film. 
The process resembles Frederick Jameson's description of 
Flaubert; Dreyer's films, too, contain "thematizatinns of 
the peculiar type of reading demanded by the text, , . al¬ 
legories of the reading process itself r or in other words 
figures for the very attempt to interpret and to assign tex¬ 
tual meanings."* But in the late films, this impersonal 
causality becomes more uncertain; often the late films pro¬ 
ceed without a sense of dear causal relations. The cause is, 
however, never completely absent; the movement of the 
film is to locate that cause, to name and master it. In these 
films, protagonists and viewer search for the correct read¬ 
ing of the narrative action. And some such reading is al¬ 
ways provisionally found, thanks to tire preeminence of 
the written text. In the late works, the film posits an absent 
cause only to install a book, a scroll, a word, a poem as the 
answer. 

Or, rather, the sign of an answer, for our 

reading is complicated by the way the late films play 
among various representational systems. Through a circuit 
of interferences, each discovered text cannot be simply 
taken as truth, for it is qualified by the representational 
medium of cinema. The records of Jeanne's trial—-her 
words—remain in the film, visible in the intertitles; but the 
images have an entirely different representational status. In 
1/flrnpyf, the authority of the nurtdiegefie voice of the in- 

tcrfitles clashes with the pcreeptcJal s.m.certainly of the 
film s space and time. The scroll that opens Day of Wrath 
posits a representational harmony of word, image, and 
music that is fractured in the course of the film. In Ordet, 
the problem, is that of representing the Holy in a consistent 
manner: man and child must resolve the narrative through 
miracle, but neither must be deified. Gertrud identifies the 
absent cause with the very source of representation itself. 


and we find that there is no transcendent source, only a 
perpetual shuttling from one representation to another, 
from word to gesture to picture to film image. In all these 
films, a final authority for representation is constantly dis¬ 
placed; our ultimate reference point is nothing more (nor 
less) than the structure of the film itself. Setting speech, 
writing, music, static images, and moving images against 
one another in dynamic interaction, each film challenges 
our ordinary reading of representations. 

The lingering problems of narrative logic are no greater 
than other, insistent difficulties, If we examine the late 
films against the background of the classical model from 
1928-64, we find frictions arming the various systems of the 
text. Drcyer's early films-constructed time and space gen¬ 
erally within the premises of the Hollywood style, But by 
disrupting the relation of narrative logic to cinematic time 
and Space, the five major late films assault two premises of 
the classical norms- that movies must move, and that they 
must move continuously. The? research and tinkering that 
devised the motion picture itself was guided by the pur¬ 
pose of analyzing and synthesizing movement. We have 
already seen how Drover's early tableau style contested, 
intermittently this kinetic conception of cinema. The 
contest appears, sharpened, in the three later films (Day 
of Wrath, Ortfi't, and Gertrud), In Jeanne d'Arc and Vampyr, 
however, what is at stake is whether film must move con¬ 
tinuously, especially continuously in space. In attacking 
these two premises, Dreycr s major late films challenge the 
dominant style, Whatever the narrative problems, the 
films utilize principles of space and time in ways which 
open that gap of which Comolli speaks. 

In the classical cinema, space must be continuous. If 
causality is the armature of narrative logic, continuity is the 
armature of spatial structure. By means of the "continuity 
system 1 ' of editing, the sequentiality of viewing time and 
the ambiguities of isolated images can be harnessed to a 
larger principle of coherence, The flow from shot to shot 
seeks to- cancel dispersion and to guide the Viewer's per¬ 
ception to salient narrative material. No theme is reiterated 
more in the recipe books than the marriage of unnoticed 
continuity cutting and story intelligibility. 192b: "lb avoid ir¬ 
ritating the viewer's eye, There must be a gradation in the 
use of camera distances.'1937; "The story should flow 
smoothly and the various shots should match perfectly. 

. , . The moment the audience is aware of the various cuts 
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and devices used, the story will suffer,""* 1953; 'The deci¬ 
sive consideration at the juncture of any two shots must 
be that the transition should he motivated by dramatic 
necessity. A continuity of shots in which each cut is dra¬ 
matically useful will often appear smooth evort at the mo¬ 
cha nical matching is imperfect." 11 

It is within the context of the dominance of the con¬ 
tinuity style that we can locate the difficulties of Jazmrc 
d'Arc and Vampyr. In jean ne d'Arc, Drover's unprecedented 
insistence upon the face cracks open the narrative Space of 
classical cinema. We know that the tableau*face dialectic 
makes the role of editing problematic; even in our se¬ 
quence from The Piir$on"$. Wid&o, preserving parallel tab¬ 
leaux meant violating screen direction. With Jeanne d'Arc , 
the promotion of the face radically deemphasizes the tab¬ 
leau, thereby deforming spatial relations. The blank decor, 
the paucity and illegibility of establishing shots, the steeply 
canted camera angles, the intrusive titles, the camera move¬ 
ments; the mismatched eyelines and shut'reverse shots— 
all these function positively to foreground the faces, but 
they also destroy a coherent narrative space. In Jeanne 
tt'ArC virtually every contemporary principle of editing 
and camera movement 1,5 assaulted, The result is a contra¬ 
dictory, eccentric space that Drover's characteristic nar¬ 
rative principles struggle to contain. Here is why Jeanne 
d'Arc is both the fulfillment of Dfever's aesthetic and the 
first major challenge to it. Drcyer reiterated that Jeanne d'Arc 
owed nothing lo the avant-garde; he was simply filming 
the soul as revealed in the faced- Bui in pushing, this 
(rather conservative) aim to its limit, he splintered the 
horn* JgV net jus space of his early films and, in ways which 
we shall examine in the next chapter, challenged the reign¬ 
ing norms of spatial umhnuLtv. 

Vampyr, while not as single-minded as Jeanne d'Arc, also 
troubles spatial coherence. The most allusive and enig¬ 
matic of Dreyer's films., Vampyr depends so heavily upon 
the device of the absent cause that narrative logic's ability 
to hold the film together is considerably weakened. In this 
film, the face is more adjusted tn the tableau, but the tab¬ 
leau now presents problems, MfiW-erc-semc and, camerawork 
present an uncertain, perceptually inconsistent spate. 
Along with violations of conventional continuity editing, 
VattifHfr initiate's art inquiry into how camera movement Can 
produce spatial and temporal discontinuity, While the 
contemporary American cinema was stressing the power 
of camera movement to orient the viewer and unify the 


stenographic space, Vampyr exploits the camera's power to 
disorient and disunity through a rigorous control of off¬ 
screen space and a systematic breakdown of subjective 
point of view, In Jeanne d’Arc and Vampyr, then, Dreyer's 
narrative principles seek to hold in check explorations of 
space which emphasize stylistic contradiction. These two 
films define a phase of Dreyer's work in which a refusal of 
the dominant style results in new, disruptive systems. 

Returning to the concerns of Dreyer's early films, the 
last three major works of his career again pose the question 
of whether movies must move. In Day of Wrath, Qrdet, and 
Gertrud, the tableau principle returns in force- But misr-fn- 
scene and camera movement transform the early works' 
conception of chamber space, pushing the principle of the 
early tableaux to a new level. Instead of the missing fourth 
wall of customary filmmaking, the late films ulih/e a "cir¬ 
cular 1 " rrrfsr-L'Fr-sa'jjf that insists on the total enclosure of the 
interior. The system was already at work in Thou Shall 
Honor Thy Wife, in which we may set one Side Of the famity 
parlor or its exact opposite. For example, in one scene Vik¬ 
tor makes a complete circuit of the parlor; he starts out 
alongside Mads (fig, 1), proceeds to the table (fig, 2), then 
goes to fetch his pipe (.fig. 3), and eventually returns to 
Mads, whom we now see from the rear [fig, 4). II is also 
possible to see some of the spatial discontinuities of Jeanne 
d'Arc and Vampyr as proceeding from a willingness to film 
from all vantage points within the chamber, 

It is in the Later films that the transformation 0 1 the tab¬ 
leau's chamber space into a ‘'rireular'' mise-eu-scene is most 
minutely worked out. A room will foe divided into various 
zones, and the characters, with insistent thorough¬ 
ness, interact at various times in different zones. Meanwhile, 
the camera shows constantly varied aspects of those ?ones. 
Somelimes a camera movement u«$e$ up a room in a 
single sequence (e.g., Lauren bus' death chamber in Day 
of Wrath, the banquet lounge in Gertrud), but more often 
the film reveals, scene by scene, fresh areas of a familiar 
place. In Day of IVmffi, one side of Absalon's sacristy is 
shown during his interrogation of Hcrtoffs Marie, the 
other side only in the film's last sequence. The first se¬ 
quence of Ordet presents one side of Inzer's and MLkkel's 
bedroom, the last scene reveals the other side. In Gertrud, 
we see one aspect of Erland Janssen's apartment when 
Gertrud comes to sing for him, another aspect when she 
comes to sleep with him. And at the center of each of these: 
films stands a parlor which, in the course of the narrative. 
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is exposed in its entirety through the shifting of charac¬ 
ters from zone to zone; the rectory in Day of Wrath t the 
farmhouse parlor in Ordet the Kan dings' sitting room in 
Garina !—spaces obsessively traversed and worked over, 
e?ach sequence revealing new facets- 

Circular alters the rule of the mobile cam¬ 

era. Camera movement (fragmentary and often illegible 
in /twine d'Arc) becomes in Vampyr a major device, as the 
tracking camera stakes out its own areas of attention within 
and against the narrative, forging inconsistent spatial rela¬ 
tions. The La to fi Lan^ conUmJO to utilize* camera movements 
which answer very well to Dreyer's architectural, four- 
walled conception of chamber space. As Jean Marboni 
points Out: "'Very often a sequence will seem to consist 
only of lateral movements of the camera; then,, recompos¬ 
ing it in memory, we will discover that imperceptibly it 
made a complete circuit of the decor, the film constituting 
in a way the horizontal projection of a very Large circle.'" 15 
In three later films, characters moving from zone to zone 


I 
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are followed by a camera which creates unusual spatial 
relation s. 

One particular application stands out. Henning Cendt- 
sen, Dreyer's cinematographer on CVrfef and Gertrud, Eras 
recounted bow Day of Wmfh introduced a new move¬ 
ment effect into Danish cinema. Since Danish studios did 
not yet possess crab dollies, Dreyer asked that the dolly 
tracks be laid parallel tes the set, but in curves , iA To this 
laterally arcing camera trajectory, Dreyer added a panning 
movement Aga/wst the direction Of the tracking movement. 
I he camera thus moves with the figures, but if also arcs 
and pans around them, revealing new room areas in the 
background. En this way, camera movements can eventu¬ 
ally expose the entire room while keeping the figures rela¬ 
tively constant in angle and aspect. Such arc-and-pan 
movements occur in Vampyr, especially when Gray 
explores the doctor's lair, but the movements come to 
prominence in Day of Wrath. Qriiet uses the arc-and-pan 
effect in almost every mobile shot, and the device appears 
frequently in Gertrud, fsuch an unusual camera movement 
reveals an urge to unfold a complete chamber spate, to 
multiply tableaux by systematically unfurling the entire 
decor around the figures, squeezing a figure's line of 
movement iniu a point of rotation, Thanks to the circular 
.staging of the action and the circular camera movements, 
one function of the tableau—the stressing of space as a 
system in its own right—reappears in Day of Wraih. Qrdet, 
and GfrTrwft 

The later films' return to a tableau principle is Sup¬ 
ported by another strategy. What is at stake in these late 
films is an attenuation of rhythm and a sparstmess of 
cinematic devices achieved through a theatrical faction of 
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cinema. Certain obvious habits mark these late films as 
"stagey, rr Toward the end of his career. Payer's sources for 
his films shifted decisively: of I he eight films before /iwirtc 
(f'Arc, only two were based on plays, hut all four films after 
Vampyr were, Indeed, it is hard to name a director of 
Dreyer* s importance who has relied as heavily upon stage 
sources. Furthermore, Dreyer sought his casts from the 
elite of stage actors. Virtually every major actor in these 
three late films came from either the Royal Theatre or the 
New Theatre, the two most celebrated troupes in Copen¬ 
hagen. There is also the kammerspiel quality of those later 
works, which reduce the action to a few plot lines care¬ 
fully circumscribed in locale and time—-what PhilJippe Par- 
nun calls the "centripetal" principle of Dreyer's works . 1 s 
There are, though, less apparent reasons for consider¬ 
ing these late films as operating within a "theatrical" con¬ 
ception of dnema. 

In the silent cinema, as Ben Brewster has pointed out, 
the issue was not one of narrative versus non-narrative 
cinema, but of "true cinema" versus "theatrical cinema ." 16 
Thanks to the polemical work of Soviet, French and 
German film theorists, theatrical cinema was rejected 
as "canned theatre" The screenwriter Frances Marion 
stresses the necessity of drastically altering a stage piece 
when transferring it to film: 'The film version of a stage 
play. ., usually requires a much greater variety in its set¬ 
ting. The proportions of the action and the dialogue often 
are the reverse of those- required by the screufi, and many 
of the ideas conveyed through lines in. the play must be 
given in new acting scenes in the film version ." 17 Ernest 
Lindgren claims: "In many cases directors who lean con¬ 
siderably on the work of their actors and who realize their 
need to fuel their acting in .its entirety seek to help them by 
avoiding frequent breaks in the action and by shooting 
whole scenes with very few cuts. This is simply to throw 
away the characteristic virtues of the film medium and to 
revive all the demerits of the photographed play ." 111 Nor¬ 
mal practice dictates that a play must be opened up, trans¬ 
posed into shots which can be cut together, scored in the 
key of cinema, so to speak. Now we have already seen 
how. with the coming of sound, Dreyer proposed an 
aesthetic based in large part upon the theatre. ('The 
psychological play is probably hi be considered the most 
suitable material.'' 1 *) Although Dreyer foresaw that a play 
would change m becoming a film, what ss remarkable 
about his late films is how little they concede to cinema as 


normally understood, Dreyer uses theatrical sources to 
force a rupture between cinematic style and narrative 
structure. He refuses to ventilate the play and insists on 
Lengthy dialogue sequences. The play text thus becomes a 
pretext for the slowing of the film's rhythm and con¬ 
sequently the slowing of the viewer's "reading rate." An 
old-fashioned reliance upon theatre becomes, in the con¬ 
text: of contemporary film practice, a significant archaism, 
virtually a refusal /a be cinema. "In order to become per¬ 
ceptible,"' Boris Tomashevsky observes, "a device must 
either be very old or very novel ," 115 /flnrnf d'Are and Vbrrr- 
pyr choose to be novel; the last three films choose to be 
antiquated. 

In the last period, the long take becomes fundamental 
to Dreyer’s "theatricalized" style. As we saw in chapter 
four, the problem with constructing scenes around tab¬ 
leaux is that of breaking the tableau bv a cut. The long 
take, allied with lateral and arcking camera movements, 
permits Dreyer to maintain the tableau, to unfold Lt as a 
series n-f gradual transformations. Vampyr initiates that 
Stately and deliberate tempo which most viewers associate 
with the Dreyer shot, and Day of Wrath pushes toward 
shots that are quite lengthy for its day (almost fifteen sec¬ 
onds on the average). But not until Qrdet (average shot, 
one minute) and Gerimd (average shot, ninety seconds) 
does Dreyer begin to play entire scenes in one or two 
lengthy takes. Several consequences follow from prolong¬ 
ing the tableau in this way. 

Art ■"defamiliarizes" but what gets dcfamiliarized?Or- 
dinary perceptual reality for one thing. Just as important, 
though, art works, defomLIiflri^e efocr art works. This is 
most evident in parody, when the parody jolts our percep¬ 
tion of the model. In fact, the power of art to defamiliarize 
•other works is responsible for the complex and often nega¬ 
tive relation that holds between a work and its sources, 
traditions, and background sets- What happens in Dreyer's 
two last films is that the classical style of filmmaking is 
itself explicitly cited and de familiar bed. Against the 
background of the pliin-sfafuenw, figures of orthodox film 
practice can emerge nakedly disturbingly- In Onfof and 
Gertrud, conventional editing devices (e.g., shot-reverse 
shots) are employed in. a glancing, fragmentary manner, 
An orthodox camera movement is so rare in these films 
that when it does appear it has a quoted qualify, enveloped 
as it is within a shot of whose duration we are always- 
acutely and minutely aware. The power of the long take to 
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ate certain stylistic figures will be exploited in Orrfef and. 
Cerirud tu c tea tv vast and systematic compilations of de¬ 
vices of the classical cinematic style. 

The theatricality of the late films, their slowing of fig¬ 
ure and camera movement, of cutting rate—of Cinematic 
rhythm in general—make time as well as space relatively 
independent of narrative demands. Dreyer 1 s writings re¬ 
cord a concern with a film's rhythm, but he tended to See a 
slow rhythm as both narratively motivated (sintable for 
serious, psychological subjects) and visually satisfying 
('The eye with pleasure follows gliding camera move¬ 
ments. x . . ,,Sl k But their particular use of the long take 
renders his films,, however fascinating, narratively difficult. 
Their assault upon norms of movement and tempo makes 
them simply resist normal assimilation. For the kinesthetic 
qualities of the dominant cinema these films substitute 
stasis or near stasis; conventional notions of moving pic¬ 
tures are questioned not through discontinuity but 
through a continuity so attenuated that the narrative action 
is stretched thin, punctured by what Reis?, and Millar 
would call "dramatically meaningless intervals," 12 Must 
the characters in Dfly of Wrath and! Onkt cross and recross 
their rooms quite so often, and so slowly? Must Gertrud 
and her men keep changing seats so many times? Dreyer 
was pretematu rally sensitive to the implacable momentum 
of cinema, the fact that in watching a film you can't stop 
and go back. "While the spectator in a theatre always has 
time and place to 'recollect,' i.e., to compare the remarks 
that are being said with previously mentioned information, 
the film is flickering away so quickly on the screen that the 
audience cannot possibly manage to pay attention to lines 
that don't have present value" {1933). 23 "In theatre, there is 
always time to reflect, but not so on film" (1954). 24 The very 
weakness of the comparison (the tern pcs of a theatre per¬ 
formance obviously need not offer any time for reflection) 
suggests Dwyer's fear of the inexorable forward drive of 
cinema. An impulse to slow cinema down is already am- 
plicll in the static tableaux of the early tilms. In the later 
films, theauricalization resists narrative legibility, and as a 
result impedes ordinary film consumption. Through style, 
the later works seek to break the momentum of a film, to 
freeze it into a series of tableaux, to find within the very art 
of movement a pervasive stasis, to withhold the smoothly- 
flowing pleasure of him viewing, 

Both of the strategies I have sketched out—dis¬ 
continuity in Jeanne d'Arc and Vmpyr f theatricalization 


in the later films—are related, in complicated ways, to 
Drover's historical situation. From aesthetic principles of 
psychological realism and serene classicism, there sprang 
films which contested those very concepts. Refusing Lies to 
any avant-garde, Dreyer claimed only to be representing 
universal, even mystical truths. But our analysis will show 
that within the context defined by dominant film practice, 
these late films display powerful avant-garde tendencies. 
These contradictory, illegible films result from a career 
spent outside major production. In ways that Dreyer" s 
biographical legend did not anticipate, the refusal to 
"manufacture" films emerges from the very style and 
structure of these works. Through discontinuity and theat- 
licaltzation, the films become unoonsumabto as "film 
products." 

The gesture of negation performed by these- five films 
must not. however, be seen as the only one, Although each 
film threatens to burst apart., there are always forces 
struggling to keep it unified. Discontinuity and theatrkali- 
zation are contained, to various degrees, by the principles 
of narrative unity consistent throughout Dreyer's career. 
The overdetermined narrative, basing itself on symmetrical 
parallels and replacements and on the hidden text, seeks to 
hold the forces of negation in check. 

So it is not just that, as in every work of art, there are 
formal disparities, in Dreyers late Films, the gap between 
almost stultifying narrative structures and semi-inde¬ 
pendent spatio-temporal systems is simply too great. Here 
is one source of the disparity identified by Comolli—the 
radical tendencies of the films' style collide with highly tra¬ 
ditional forces for order. Day of 1 Wrath, the central film in 
the series, comes closest to balancing unity and rupture; 
but In Jeanne d'Arc and Vampyt on the one hand and in 
Ordel and Gertrud on the other, stylistic forces are at such, 
odds with narrative structure that the films are always 
hovering on the brink of unintelligibility or vacuity- 

H is this process, the dynamic interaction of narrative 
structure and cinematic representation—-sometimes in 
harmony, often in friction—that the next five chapters 
trace. In every instance, the strategy will be to go straight 
for the problems posed by the film, not in an attempt to 
solve them or dispel them but in order to sec them as a 
result of the film's dynamic activity-. 



The need far criticism to recognize disunity and contradic¬ 
tion is nowhere more pressing than in the analysis of La 
Pa$sum de Jeatmc d'Arc. The polite respect accorded a classic 
most not obscure the plain fact of the film's strangeness, it 
is one of the most bizarre, perceptual I v difficult films ever 
made, no less disruptive and challenging than the early 
films of Eisenstein or Ozu, Moreover Jeanne d'Arc plays 
upon representational systems—especially images and 
language—in disturbing ways. Since many critics (includ- 
mg myself in a monograph on the film) have argued that it 
possesses a splendid unity, it is time to defamiliarizc this 
classic and to notice its gaps and dislocations, its estrang¬ 
ing features. With respect to the style of Dreyer's previous 
films and the norms of the classical cinema, Jeanne d'Arc 
powerfully rejects dominant relationships between narra¬ 
tive logic and cinematic space. 

La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc proposes a new treatment of 
the lableau.'face dialectic of Dreyer's early films. We have 
already seen, particularly in Michael, a tendency to push 
the expressive face beyond its surroundings (by means of 
the iris and long-held facial shuts). In Jeanne d‘Arc. the face 
is promoted still further, thus altering the function of the 
tableau. No longer do tableau compositions establish the 
dramatic space, regulating the movement from facial shot 
to facial shot; now, the film's intelligibility hinges upon nqr 
connecting one close-up with another. More to the point 
here, in being demoted, the tableau undergoes a radical 
recomposition. The flatness always latent in the tableau is 
pushed to the limit; the straight-on camera angle and bal¬ 
anced framings are contorted and awry; the usual insis¬ 
tence on graphic patterns within the shot turns obsessive; 
and, more particularly; camera movement and editing 
destroy the stability of the tableau. Before Jeanne d'Arc, 
Dreyer's tableaux had been chiefly a matter of personal 
style r quietly contesting the primacy of the human and of 
movement in the cinema. A new emphasis upon the face 
and a stylistic interrogation of the tableau work to bring 


space forward and to break abruptly with the very prem¬ 
ises of classical stenography. 

To understand this break, we need to qualify chapter 
four's sketch of the classical 1 lullvwood spatial system a 
bit. According to this system, the narrative action occurs 
within a generally homogeneous space, The consistency of 
the depth cues is reaffirmed by cast shadows, muted light¬ 
ing for background elements, the correct perspective dim¬ 
inution of distant planes, and even camera movement. 
The scale of the figures is kept constant with respect both 
to other figures and to the background. Camera distance 
and angle work to this end, framing figures and setting so 
that the two are congruent, and so that scale does not alter 
drastically from shot to shot. The camera Is anchored or 
maneuvered in such a way as to present a stable and firm 
“ground" for the scene. 

Most important, the construction of space in a scene is 
based primarily upon the unfolding dramatic action. Edit¬ 
ing according to the famous "axis of action" rule, or 180 6 
system, assures that the audience is never confused about 
the location of characters. By assuming ars imaginary axis 
bisecting the stenographic space and by insuring that only 
shots taken from the same Aide of the line are cut together, 
the IffCT system assures consistent backgrounds and screen 
directions from shot to shot. Other devices support this 
stability, The match-on-action cut blends two shots by 
means of the flow of movement. The establishing shot 
maps out the overall space of the scene, while the rees¬ 
tablishing shot is called in when a new character enters 
a scene or when spatial relations otherwise significantly 
shift. The "eyeline match" cuts from a shot of A looking, 
say, off right, to B, whose direction of glance will indicate 
whether he or she is returning the look. In such wavs does 
classical continuity editing stitch shots into the smooth fab¬ 
ric of a unified narrative space. Camera movement will also 
Support the coherence of the dramatic action—by follow¬ 
ing a moving character, surveying a setting, moving into or 
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out from n significant object or character. 

Tvmti what wp might cal] graphic; space Cooperates with 
the construction of a stable Story space, The screen pre¬ 
sents if sell' nut as a surface but rather as a window opening 
onto the spectacle. To efface the surface of the screen, not 
only does the rftj'se-en-sc&mr teem with depth cues {overlap, 
lighting and texture gradients, consistent perspective, 
movement, relative size, etc.), but the composition of the 
shot follows some basic rules of thumb. The upper half of 
the screen, anti especially the central area of this half, con¬ 
stitutes a privileged zone of dramatte activity. The shot will 
be symmetrical, usually along a vertical center avis. Lights 
and dark* will tend to be balanced, And, of course, the 
principal action will not occur on the very edge of the 
screen. In sum, space must not "come forward," since it 
functions to guarantee the homogeneity of the spectacle. 
Rupture this space, dissolve the mutual dependencies 
amongst the various devices, and you stress space as a sys¬ 
tem in its own right, capable of being put into new and 
disorienting patterns, fjueh a rupture of the classical norm 
is the effect of the style of Ln Rflssrcw de feitnne d'Arc. 

AM ECCEMTRIC SPACE 

Consider, as a paint of entry, the way in which Jeanne d'Arc 
.sets up u plav between depth and flatness. Kot that the 
scenic spece of the film has no depth, but depth cues are 
scarce. How far is jeanne from the wall with the window 
— inches, feet, or yards [fig, l)? Uncertainty about depth 
pervades not only close shots but also medium- and full- 
figure ones (figs. 2-3). The film refuses to define multi¬ 
ple planes by distinct background features, by lighting, or 
by linear perspective, The blank settings—either as pure 


3 

Tvhite walls or as empty sky —push all figures to the same 
plane, making almost everything foreground against neu¬ 
tral background. Since the decor is scraped clean of refer¬ 
ence points,, objects and figures often float suspended in a 
luminous vacuum. Similarly, although the lighting of facial 
contours and textures creates attached shadows, there are 
Seldom any cast shadows to confErm depth. 

A sense of depth is further sabotaged by the distortion, 
of linear perspective. Figures ]-3 certainly suggest no sys¬ 
tematic diminution of planes around a vanishing point, 
and the decor often utilizes false perspective. The windows 
"behind'‘ Cauchon (fig. 4) are skewed, ambiguous shapes 
that catch us in contradictory cues: according to the opti¬ 
cal recession of planes, the right one should seem further 
back, but according to cues of familiar size and perspective 
diminution, the left one (being smaller) should seem the 
mure distant. Cauchon's peephole (fig, 5) illustrates the 
same distortions, though now from foreground to back¬ 
ground. Similarly, the recessed area of Jeannt* r H cell (fig, 
6) contains no fewer than three inconsistent cues: the 
crooked crosspiece of the window, the perspectivally fron¬ 
tal window frame, and the exaggerated leftward slant of 
the diminishing arch. [Compare how a later shot of the 
recess l fig. 7J yields a completely different, though equally 
contradictory, set of depth cues.) Even reckoning Jeanne's 
body into the calculation, we cannot ascertain the depth of 
the recess, the height of the arch, or the size of the win¬ 
dow As a result, overlap o.f edges becomes the primary 
depth cue in the film, although it, too, can sometimes 
make the space slip into ambiguity: the principle of overlap 
demands that the three priests in figures ntust be on throe 
planes, yet the aim position and the neutral decor stack the 
men like heads on a totem pule. In the absence of firm cer- 
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tain ties abnut planes, oven the characters' movements can 
become ambiguous; we can, for instance, rely only upon 
change of figure Hi y.& to deft;ntiLite whether Loyseleur (fig, 
9) is moving downward or rearward, or both. 

The sense of figures hovering in a gravity less space is 
exacerbated by manipulations of camera angle which cut 
figures free of the ground, When the angle is not straight- 
on, it is almost always low, looking up at the figures (figs. 
10-11). Set against neutral wall or sky, the characters fill the 
shots with distended volumes. Even the crowd of people is 
typically viewed from below. Moreover, the low angle usu 


9 

ally shears off the characters at the waist or chest, so that, 
swathed In ecclesiastical drapery, the judges seem not to 
walk but to glide or drift. More spectacularly the tilted or 
canted camera angles heave figures and setting to the right 
(figs, 12-13) or the left (fig- 14), We may even find one 
figure canted while another is not (fig- 15). With no firm 
ground, characters struggle through these tilted frames; 
entering a doorway comes toetjual climbing uphill (fig. 16), 
Dreyer even inverts the bodies in order to deform the clas¬ 
sical norm's assumption that the gravitational field t>f nar¬ 
rative must pull the camera into an orderly orbit (fig. 17). 
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In Lp Russren de Jeanne d'Arc, the framings are as ee- 
coTklric as the camera positions. The principal action will 
not necessarily coincide with the center of the frame. Com¬ 
positions swing radically almost madly out of balance. 
Jeanne's taco may be found tucked into the lower right 
comer {fig. 18), poised at the right edge (fig. 19), split by 
the left side (fig. 20) r or sinking down below the frameline 


(fig. 2E). Significant gestures become secreted in crannies 
of the frame. We find a procession or the guard's mocking 
grin not in the center hut wedged in the upper left (figs. 
22-23). A soldier's attack on a bystander occurs almost off¬ 
screen, at die bottom edge of the frame (fig. 24). Judges 
file out of Jeanne's eell via the lower left (fig. 25). 
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Once trie privileged zone of cl3st>ical screen space has 
been emptied out , once the characters have been flung to 
every corner of the frame as if by centrifugal force, areas 
and gestures fin rhyme across (he entire film. Loyseleur's 
visit to Jeanne is likened to Caudrmn's later visit by a com¬ 
positional echo in which the priest dominates the left half 
of the frame and Jeanne's hand steals into the lower right 
corner (figs- 26-27). Our first view of Jeanne situates her 
along the bottom frame edge, flanked bv soldiers' spears 


(fig. 2ft). Later, she sits outdoors, again at the lower frame- 
line, facing a tower full of soldiers {fig 29), In the last 
seene, she starts toward the stake, surrounded, in a parody 
of perspective, by the arch, white space, and spears (fig, 
30). One of the reasons why we remember Lite film as one 
composed wholly of close-ups is that even in long shot, 
faces are often isolated by such unbalanced framings. 

Graphic patterns come forward to fill the vacuum left 
by the eviction of conventional stenography Virtually 
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every shot of La ftesiott de Jeanne rf’Arc revives the then 
anachronistic sOeni-fitm ^nvenii[>naf vignette framings so 
that a purely decorative overlay s^n-ates and stylizus the 
screen surface. Even, more noticeable are the numerous 
graphic motifs which, although in the scenographic space, 
are raised to extra-narrative prominence. One such motif is 
that of the arch. Many shots in Joanne's coil, with the 


curved ceilings and doorways, are built from echoes of the 
arch pattern (figs. 31-33). Elsewhere, the first interroga¬ 
tion, the courtyard walls, and the drawbridge (fig. 34} all 
repeat the arch. One specific variant is, peculiarly, the top 
of the human head. The mise-m-seine in the first sequence 
forces the motif on out attention by close-ups (fig. 33), 
priests poin ting to their tonsures or skullcaps (figs, 36-37), 
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and a scries of shots associated with de Houppeville's 
abasement before Jeanne (fig. 38). Thereafter,, skull,. arch, 
and even soldier's helmet echo each other (figs. 39-40), 
Another graphic motif runs through the filmr that of 
two lines intersecting each other at a sharp angle. The 
emblem of Rouen castle—a vertical line with a J, V r at each 
end—schematizes the motif (fig. 41). Indeed, such and 
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angle engage in an interplay closer to pure abstraction than 
any of Drover’s tabLeau. shots. Rafters and ceiling comers 
angle out from characters'' heads (figs, 42™43); corners of 
canopies jut out like shapes in a Malevich composition (fig. 
44). A vector gashed in a wait drives downward into the 
shot (fig. 45), while the human head is nipped between the 
pincers of dynamic diagonals (figs. 46-47). 


Copy righted material 


74 LA PA 5 SION DE JEANNE D'AFC 


im; 


TIC 


48 


49 


51 

Similarly, the cross (associated with Jeanne) and the 
Brueghelian torture wheels (associated with the populace) 
undergo a series of graphic permutations—cross into 
shadow of window (fig, 48), torture wheel into juggler's 
prop (figs- 49-50)--before uniting in the final scene, 
which identifies the crowd with Jeanne as much by the 
melding of motifs (fig- 51) as by the narrative action, In 
another film, such patterns might be ignored, but the 
sparse mise-en-Scene of La fhssrow de feat me d'Arc fore¬ 
grounds abstract configurations and refuses to subordinate 
graphics to the role of invisibly supporting the narrative 
action, 

Effacement of depth, camera angles which balloon the 
figures upward and cut their ties io the ground, decentered 
framings which make the characters perch virtually any¬ 
where in the frame, and graphic motifs which play across 
the screen surface—all these devices yield a cubistic space 
which sets elements in a tug-of-war with each other. Mere 
a shot is less a slice of a spatial whole than the intersection 
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of a number of forces—geometrical shapes, oddly tilted 
heads and shoulders—set against a blank surface, it is 
easy to read figure 52 as simply a collage composed of a 
contorted shape, an arc, and two faces; it is nearly impos¬ 
sible to read it as a bit of "realistic" space, Warwick sits ort a 
level plane above the crowd, while his men, no more than 
a heap of helmets, slope behind him, has the castle been 
built leaning (fig. 53)? While an upper wall cuts in at an 
impossible angle, two spears thrust diagonally against it, 
framing the skewed figures of Jeanne and an old woman 
(fig, 54). A lectern and a canopy become massive rectangles 
dominating two tiny heads (fig. 55); human size and scale 
vanish. Three men engaged in prayer are spread weight- 
lessly across the frame, like figures dangling from a mobile 
(fig. 56). Throughout the film, the frame becomes a *u.k- 
pension system, 

What photographs can hardly indicate is how even the 
moving camera warps (he film's space. As I suggested ear¬ 
lier, by perceptual rights the moving camera should orient 
us more firmly to the dramatic space than static shots 
do. For one thing, camera movement strongly cues depth 
through what psychologists call the "kinetic depth effect:' 
Foreground and background planes get picked out by mov¬ 
ing at different rates with respect to the camera lens. For 
another thing, camera movements supplement the sense 
of aground, a balanced gravitational field within which the 
camera can confidently maneuver. Finally, the tracking 
shot can be used to stitch together the represented space so 
that respective positions of elements remain consistent. 1 
There are corollaries to these demands for spatial and nar¬ 
rative unity: the camera movement must not call attention 
to itself by being abrupt or too swift; the movement must 
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make a definable narrative point; and one must not cut 
away from a moving shot until the camera has momentar¬ 
ily come to a stop. Through the kinetic depth effect, the 
reiteration of a stable ground, anti the Jinking of narrative 
elements nto a coherent field, classical camera movement 
affirms the unity of spatial representation. But Jeanne d'Arc 
[and later Vampyr} will show that such unify Is not an inevi¬ 
table consequence of the moving camera. 

We can observe, for example, that the ambiguities of 
frame space are not dispelled hut are rather augmented by 
Jeanne d'Anfs camera movement*. When a shot presents 
only one plane against a neutral background, and when 
that plane is a face in close-up or medium close-up, camera 
movement makes a strange thing happen; the viewer can¬ 
not be certain whether to attribute the movement to the 
figure or to the camera. Thus, in the first scene, gliding 
tracking shots down the judge* create an ambiguous effect: 
the head* roll through the frame a* if on a Conveyor belt. A 
priest's face will slide in hi the frame, and the blank back¬ 


ground and absence of bodily movement cues prevent us 
from determining whether he moved or the camera did. 
In thy torture chamber, sawtooth shape* lunge Out at us 
and funnel* drive through the frame, but we can attribute 
the movement either to the torture machinery or to the 
camera. The result is that often we cannot be sure if charac¬ 
ters are shifting their places within the scene. 

Even when perceived movement can be attributed to 
figure movement, camera mobility can still distort and de- 
realize frame space by means of careful synchronization of 
camera and Subject action. In an Ordinary film, if subject 
movement is recorded by a static camera, the frame space 
becomes defined by the relative displacement of the 
figures. What happens here, in contrast, is that the camera 
often moves Co compensate for any figure movement, thus 
keeping the ambiguous spatial relations constant. The 
most obvious examples are those shots with neutral while 
backgrounds and figure movements in close shot. In the 
first scene, precisely as a skinny judge rises in indignation 
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and two judges' beads Spring into the fra me, the camera 
tracks abruptly back, reestablishing and fixing the shal¬ 
low space presented at the start of the shot. Sim Liar] v, as 
the judges pass a whisper down their ranks, the camera 
movement coordinates itself with their leaning to and fro,, 
thus minimizing tht 1 shot's dE^pth cues. In another shot, 
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the camera follows the fat priest lumbering rightward to 
question Jeanne, but because of the low angle, neutral 
background r and carefully timed tracking movement, the 
only cues to his displacement are the conveyor belts of 
heads sliding past (fig. 57). And when, during the second 
interrogation in her cell, Jeanne turns from right to left (fig. 
58), we cannot say whether it is the camera or Jeanne's 
body which leans this way and that. En long shots, such 
rigid coordination of camera and subject movement can 
at times disorient us spatially, as in certain shots during 
thy final scene of Jeanne's immolation. For example, a 
rhythmic track in and out Shows, from a low angle, maces 
dropped from a tower to a waiting soEdier—an astonishing 
shot which makes the tower heave and buckle. In such 
shots, camera movement no longer si ms to demarcate 
planes; instead, the camera cheats the kinetic depth effect 
and times its movements to coincide with those of the sub¬ 
ject, reasserting the ambiguities of frame space. 



LA PASSION DE JEANNE- Sf-MC T? 


If Jeanne d'Arc's camera movements forego the kinetic 
depth effect and often undermine the gravitational stability 
of a ground, it is no wonder that those movements also 
often fall r o stitch together the film's narrative space in a 
coherent manner. The movements are hardly subordinate 
to story action; Dreyer calls our attention to them. First, the 
movement is frequently gratuitous by the standards of 
classical narrative.. When Loyseleur enters Jeanne's cell, 
the camera pans upward, revealing less and less of his 
figure until the frame Is quite unbalanced {fig. 59}. When 
Massieu enters, the camera moves left and all but leaves 
him behind. The camera tracks right from a guard to 
reveal — noth mg. 

Secondly camera movement gains still more autonomy 
by the face that a moving shot will unabashedly he inter¬ 
rupted by i static one. There is no attempt to soften the cut 
by smoothly melting two moving shots together. Instead, 
we have, as in scene one, a static shot (of Jeanne) cut 
abruptly to an already moving tracking shot (of the chain- 
elad. book)- Throughout the film, camera movements are 
foregrounded by sudden juxtapositions with shots at rest. 
Most obviously this effect climaxes in such scenes as 
the torture-chamber interrogation, wherein short tracking 
shots of the spiked wheel quickly alternate with equally 
short shots of Jeanne's static face. Later, during she second 
interrogation in Jeanne's cell, high-velocity whip pans are 
intercut with static close-ups of Jeanne. And the confusion 
of the final immolation and slaughter is in part a product of 
the many lateral tracks and pans which are juxtaposed to 
shots containing no camera movement. 

Finally (and most radical of all) are those camera move¬ 
ments which split the dramatic space apart, confusing 
rather than concretizing relationships. Consider one stun¬ 
ning example, the space-warping pan shot illustrated in 
figures 60-6T The judges are sitting in a row looking at the 
seated Jeanne. Nmv the camera pans left to right down 
them. What happens?’ At the beginning of the movement 
the judge is looking off left at Jeanne; at the end of the 
movement, other judges are looking off right at her. This 
space is simply impossible. Since the camera swivels across 
the judges, they cannot all be looking at the same point, 
but the narrative context insists that they are. Jeanne can¬ 
not be in two places at once, but the pan shot (assisted by 
the eye-lines of the priests) asserts just that. Camera 
movement here freely cleaves open stenographic space, 

Gravity is cheated too. Jeanne d'Arc’s camera move¬ 


ments cooperate with the framings in eliminating the 
ground as a founder of stable spatial relations. Bodies, 
are seldom shown below the waist and are often sprinkled 
variously across the frame. Sometimes camera movement 
frees itself from any reference point on ground or floor. 
At other times, the conveyor-belt effect of heads flowing 
through the frame becomes an escalator effect when the 
moving camera is tilted or canted. In the first interrogation 
in Jeanne's cell and in the torture-chamber scene, the 
judges’ faces slide tip and down through the shot. In the 
final communion scene, a dose-up of choirboys puts them 
first at an upper-left-to-lower-right diagonal, and then, the 
tracking camera shifts its slope so that the boys are now 
roiling from upper right to lower leh. Instead o# a camera 
with its tripud legs firmly on the ground of the scene, we 
have a camera whose movements at skewed angles con¬ 
spire with the decor and the framings to break the gravita¬ 
tional pull of the narrative space. 

That break is most successful, of course, in the final se¬ 
quence of the film, when before and after Jeanne's immola¬ 
tion the camera executes its most eccentric movements. 
While a priest administers communion to Jeanne, the pop¬ 
ulace rushes into Rouen castle. The unsettling nature of 
the shot depends upon inverted camera movements. 
The soldiers are seen walking upside down to open the 
gate; as we follow them, they slowly become viewed from 
directly above? as the crowd gathers, it is seen right™ side- 
up (figs. 64—65). The shot calls attention to the bizarre 
camera operation. Later, another pan shot inverts the 
crowd as the earlier one had inverted the soldiers. At the 
end of the scene, two equally disorienting camera move¬ 
ments parallel the earlier pair. Now, as the people franti¬ 
cally flee through the gateway, the camera views them 
from directly brimp and pans up, against their movement 
(figs. 66-67). 

Unlike the somersaulting movements in Dupont's Vari¬ 
ety (1925), these shots make no attempt to suggest subjec¬ 
tive viewpoints; unlike camera movements in the classical 
paradigm, these shots deliberately avoid the demand that 
the camera efface itself before the spectacle. The camera is 
no longer that "ideally placed passible spectator" consid¬ 
ered by Ivor Montagu to be the center of film style,- The 
unmotivated inversions of the camera mark the parox- 
ysmic culmination of the film's search for camera move¬ 
ments which dissolve the classical stenographic space and 
the stability of the viewer's, vantage point. With Jeanne 
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d'Ar-c. movement definitively enters Drover's stvte, 

and in the most disturbing way possible. 

Alt of the film's strategies for dismantling the secure 
space within the frame might be fruitless if that disman¬ 
tling did not obstinately persist when tint' shot is jux¬ 
taposed to another. We have seen above that the classical 
Etunn stresses continuity from shot to shot, achieved 
through matches on action, establishing and reestablishing 
shots, the 180° system, eyeline matches, and a general con¬ 
sistency of fflfSF-CTj-sdfflf, All this seeks to secure smooth 
flow, effortless intelligibility - . Rut the editing of La fiissjbrt de 
featwe d'Arc bristles with obstacles, discontinuous spaces, 
problematic reading. 

At once a surprising violation Confronts us. Of the 
film's over fifteen hundred cuts, fewer than thirty carry a 
figure or object over from one shot to another; and fewer 
Ilian fifteen cuts constitute genuine matches t*n action. 
Within tby narrative cinema, this tactic constitutes a virtu¬ 
ally unprecedented challenge to continuity editing. Almost 
every shot cuts away from one figure to another or cross¬ 
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cuts two actions in separate locales. Just as Dreyer has no 
tjualms about joining a moving shot to a static one, so 
even a simple action gets- interrupted. 

Given the refusal to use characters' presence as a way 
to link shots, the neutral white background often becomes 
the only continuity factor across the cut. Thus on many 
occasions, a character is seen moving just into the frame or 
just out of it, the shut lingering on empty space after or 
before the cot, as if the frame were only the trace of the 
character's passage thmugh space. This effect becomes 
most percussive during the final slaughter of the crowd, 
Dreyer makes the smoke another depth-effacing factor in 
the frame and then cuts on the basis of the smoke's ability 
to erase or reveal figures, For instance, the last frame of 
logs at the stake will he swathed in gray or white smoke; 
the first frame of the next shot will be similarly blanketed in 
smoke until a figure emerges into visibility. During this last 
sequence, the void of the frame gains a texture of its own 
as actions are punctuated by rhythmic bursts of white space. 

Apart from revealing itself as an activity of construe- 
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Mon, the f 3m's editing frequently refuses the most elemen¬ 
tary principles of classical continuity. The usual series - 
long shot medium shotclose-up—ts either truncated or 
eliminated. Jeanne is established in the courtroom, torture 
chamber, and celt by oblique means: either a Long shot 
shows uh the space before she enters, Or she in hidden by 
an object i bed stead, chair) in the Long .shots. On one occa¬ 
sion, the 'master shot'" comes after the scene has ended 
(fig. 68): at other times, the establishing shots don't estab¬ 
lish. Densely crowded at the horizon, the exterior long 
shots conceal the principal action to a drastic degree (figs. 
60—70). When Jeanne is taken to the churchyard., the enm- 
pnsifion makes the space virtually as illegible as any Long 
shot can be (fig- 71). 3 

More often, however, we are denied any establishing 
shots which would permit us to relate Jeanne's space to 
that of the other characters. 11 Occasionally in the same 
frame witii Massieu or a Soldier, almost never in the same 
frame with a judge, Jeanne inhabits a space apart, It is not 
just that in several scenes we can only infer the relative 
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distances and positions of the characters. More important, 
we can no longer assumi’ that a constant, homogeneous sot 
of spatial relations exists. At the beginning of the first 
scene, Loyseleur is on one side of the room; halfway 
through, he appears on the other side, although we are 
never shown his change of position. When the soldier 
leaps up to attack Jeanne, the glances cue us that he Is on 
her right, but we later discover that he is—notaefttcifiy hot 
also —on her left. The principle of cutting away (eliding 
such actions as do Houppcville's arrest, Jeanne's fainting, 
and hyr immolation) no longer perm its us the soothing es¬ 
tablishment and rsr’fc’StabLiH.hment of narrative space, The 
uncertainty at work within each composition bleeds across 
most of the cuts as well. 

/cowrie d'Arc's cutting offers a good example of how a 
text can at once cite a norm and work lo subvert that norm. 
Beyond a doubt, one essential principle of the film's cut’ 
ting is the eyeline match. With the transformation of the 
tableau comes a promotion of the face: if the decor is 
largely a void, if there is Seldom an establishing shot or a 
match on action. the glance must take up the burden of 
defining spatial relations. Classical continuity integrates 
eyelines: if shot one shows X looking off to the right and 
shot two shows Y looking off to the left, we will infer (all 
other things being equal) that they are looking at each 
other. Now, most Ot the eyeline cuts lei the film adhere to 
this principle. Jeanne looking off left her interrogator look¬ 
ing off right: the cut reassures us of a stable axis of action 
between the participants. Thus the film assimilates and 
cites the classical norm. But since there remain many cuts 
which do not obey thy norm, eyeline cutting no longer guar¬ 
antees a stable narrative space. 

Sometimes, the film's eyeline confusions are fleeting. 
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At the start of the torture scene, a pudgy priest looks down 
right at |canno and she looks up right "at" him; the Cut 
violates the dictum of opposed eyelines. Later in the same 
scene, a bolder disruption occurs during the glances which 
Jeanne exchanges with Cauchon (figs- 72-73), ]n other 
scenes, the eyelines violate geography with permanently 
disorienting results. When a soldier steals Jeanne's ring, 
the camera position leaps back and forth across the puta¬ 
tive axis of action, so that we cannot assemble a coherent 
stenographic space. Similar ambiguities rule other scenes. 
Whom is the gravedigger watching when he removes his 
hat? Jn the churchyard, i.s Cauchon addressing Jeanne nr 
the crowd.? Whei’i Cauchon stands above jL’Linnt? in her evil 
to hear her recantation, where is he ]n relation to the door? 
in the absence of establishing shots and identifiable decor, 
the eyeline cuts break the 181F principle bind make the 
scenes' spatial relations difficult to reconstruct. Most radi¬ 
cally, there is the scene of the guards' mockery of Jeanne, 
which breaks the 180 s rule so often that virtually every new 
shot contradicts the one before, every eydine disorients us 
as to characters' positions. Although 1 once wrote disparag¬ 
ingly that J, lhe mockery episode muddles viewpoints and 
directions of glances and movements unaccountably/' 5 the 
scene's inconsistencies are characteristic of the whole fitm's 
desire to subvert traditional scenic space. 

To try to exhaust the Him would only exhaust the 
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reader's patience, Since it is impossible to explicate each 
example here, my claims can best be tested by examining 
any scene on an editing table. Each sequence contains an 
astonishing number and variety of false L-ytline matches, 
which constantly make spatial relations at least ambiguous 
and, often downright inconsistent, What is important for 
my argument is that such editing rye pi ires that the conven¬ 
tional procedure be cited within the film: if every cut vio¬ 
lated the 180^ rule, that violation would quickly become 
contextually Intelligible. The dynamism and uncertainty of 
the editing stem from the constant play between an em¬ 
bedded norm and violations of it. 

If the preceding argument h L as seemed dispropor¬ 
tionately to emphasize what the film does not do, that is 
because the film's spatial system not only works against 
the classical paradigm and the principle of tableau con¬ 
struction in the earlier films, but also works against the es¬ 
tablishment of an internally coherent narrative space. Flat areas, 
figures which float in a vacuum, characters hovering at var¬ 
ious points around the frame, a weightless camera. Incon¬ 
sistent figure positions, movements, and glances: like no 
film Dreyer made before this, as surely as any film by 
Eisenstein or Vertov, Im Btssitw de Jeanne d'Are foregrounds 
perceptual contradiction. The stylistic dynamism of the 
film springs from its discontinuities; the viewer must deal 
with-problems of relating cinematic space to narrative 
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logic. The dynamism is not, however, boundless; the film 
also seeks to check its disparities by specific unifying 
operations. The contradictions remain, but set in tension 
agamst a drive for narrative continuity and closure. 

SUBJECTIVITY 

One strategy tor unifying the film immediately suggests 
itself, and although it is incorrect, it is worth analyzing 
briefly. All the film's disparities might be read as represent¬ 
ing Jeanne's point of view. In this context, "point of view" 
can mean either of two things* 

1. Features of the mise-en-sccne can be read as suggesting 
Jeanne s spiritual attitude: e,g, f the flat space, the shift¬ 
ing framings, the Overall Stylization of the film's, world 
can be taken to indicate some state of Jeanne's con¬ 
sciousness. This I shall call Expressionist subjectivity, 

2. Features of cutting and camerawork can be read as rep¬ 
resenting Joanne's perception: c.g., camera angles and 
movements can be taken as embodying optical vantage 
points. This I shall call Impressionist subjectivity. 

Upon these two possibilities a previous critical essay of my 
own bases its analysis I want now to argue against this 
reading and show that it reduces the complexity of the film . 

Expressionist subjectivity will not occupy us long. Seen 
at its fullest flower :n German Expressionism, this Concep¬ 
tion of filmic point of view usually seeks to show that 
all the furnishings of the film—setting, lighting, costume, 
spatial relations—project the mental state of the protag¬ 
onist. it seems to me that the interpretive principle of 
Expressionist subjectivity is applicable only when the nar¬ 
rative striKlure of the film overtly them arizes subjective at¬ 
titudes. as The Cabinet of Dr, Caligari does by its frame story. 
The film must posit an objectivity "outside' 1 these distorted 
visions in order to define the subjective passages as such. 

When such thematization is lacking, as in Joint re ti'Arc, 
what can tee say about the claim that "the way stylistic 
abstraction allows the film to be 'not merely visteal hut 
spiritual' reflects Jeanne’s decision to define herself not by 
an earthly mission but by her visionary commitment' 1 ?* 
Such a reading explains too much and discriminates too 
little. The Idiosyncrasies of any film can be juglified as pro¬ 
ceed ing from the mental state of a character. And if the film 
is subjective through and through, how to distinguish be¬ 
tween the overall structure of the film and moments of 


greater or lesser subjectivity? The defender of the Expres¬ 
sionist position on Jeanne d'Arc must show how, say, the 
upside-down shots of the populace, or the ittche-ciT-iLcm- in 
shots front which Jeanne is absent, can symbolize a charac¬ 
ter's mental state, Not only does the Expressionist reading 
blur the film's specificity; such an explanation must be seen 
as symptomatic of a desire to close the film comfortably 
a murid the idea of personality, to assimilate the film to a 
psychologi call-real i st aesthetic, 

Impressionist subjectivity is a more complex position. 
Here the critic Seeks to show that the cutting and camera¬ 
work correspond to the optical experience of a char¬ 
acter (in this case, Jeanne}. Impressionist point of view al¬ 
lows the critic to make the more modest claim that only 
portions of the film are structured around character per¬ 
ception. "The camera follows Jeanne's glance as if sweeps 
along the circle of judges; she looks toward the wafer; then 
she looks at the recantation. Dreyer's use of close-ups and 
economical visual symbols, linked by poini-oh view, per¬ 
fectly realizes Jeanne’s dilemma.” 7 in another sequence, 
"point-uf-view shots and dynamically edited close-ups 
constitute the most intense presentation so far of Jeanne's 
experience"* Undeniably, certain films utilize stylistic de¬ 
vices to mark elements as optically subjective, so what can 
he said against the Impressionist pmnf-of-view position? 

Only, 1 think, that one must distinguish conventional 
from unconventional cues for optical subjectivity. For in¬ 
stance, the accepted figure for point-of-view editing is; 

Shot of looker ftp. 

Shot of thing seen fM. 

Return to shot of Looker fa). 

We also assume that is X is looking off at one thing, we wiO 
be informed by a shirt in X’s glance when he or she is sup¬ 
posed to look, at something, else. And *vv assume that the 
angle of shot b will correspond roughly to the angle of the 
looker's position and glance. Yet Jeanne tTArc— again in¬ 
cluding; the pnint-of-vEew norm ns a pnint of blvli»tic depar¬ 
ture-—violates all these conventional cues. 

1, The film makes extensive use of what Edward Branigan 
has called "multiple pnint of view," ov what I shall call 
interlocking point of view." Here the shots violate the 
j</ a pattern in this way: 

ii. Shot of character X looking. 

h. Shot of what X see*. 
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c. Shot of character Y Looking 
(not necessarily at tSte 
object in shot f?). 

In /ratine if Arc, from the twelfth shot on, this Structure 
is insistent, Jeanne turns sharply to look right.; cut to a 
tracking shot of the chain-dad book being carried; cut 
to a shot tiol of Jeanne but of de Houppeville, watching 
either the book or Jeanne or both. This cutting under¬ 
mines the spatial stability presupposed by optically sub¬ 
jective cutting. Such interlocking point-of-view pat¬ 
terns pervade the film, 

2. With equal frequency the film disturbs the stable re¬ 
lationships among glances. We have already seen 
how troubling the eyeline-match cutting becomes; now 
we must consider whether the direction and angles of 
the glance consistently motivate the cuts. 

z. In the abti pattern, the presentation of a new ob¬ 
ject should correspond to a shift in the charac¬ 
ter's glance, but in Jeanne d'Are, this will not neces¬ 


sarily happen. In her cell, for instance, Jeanne's 
answers have been so unsatisfactory that Cauchon 
denounces her and the priests rise to file out. 
Jeanne is staring upward; Cut to low-angle shot 
of the scribe dosing the book; cut back to Jeanne, 
still looking upward. So far, so good; a conven¬ 
tional flfijj pattern. But the ne*t shot is of amther 
area of the room (Cauchon and the priests filing 
out) and the next shot of Jeanne exactly repeat 
her glance. Rv conventional cues, Jeanne cannot 
be looking in. precisely the same direction and 
seeing different things. 

(j. In. iheafra pattern, the object in shot 6 will be pre¬ 
sented from an angle approximating that cuf the 
glance in shore, in tEte conventional structure, 
eyes turned jjjuxunrtf in shot a will be echoed by 
the law-ntigb in the Subjective shot Fj. (Indeed, 
one of the features distinguishing point-uf-view- 
cutting from the ordinary eyeline match is the im¬ 
plicit fidelity of the angle onto the object seen.) 
Sul feaw\e d'Arc constantly violates this conven¬ 
tion as well. The glance in shot a often does not 
fit the angle of shot h. In the torture chamber, the 
various angles on the torture wheel, although in 
alternation with shots of Jeanne's stare, are seen 
from angles different from her angle of vision, A 
incite striking example Can be traced through the 
accompanying illustrations. Jeanne Looks up (fig. 

74) and we see the priest from a low angle (fig. 

75) . In figure 76, Jeanne's glance shifts to a slightly 
down-ward one. Yet the following "'subjective" 
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shot Is from, an even steeper Jon? angle (fig. 77). This 
testing of the assumptions of glance and camera 
angle again exemplifies the film's refusal of spatial 
stability. 

In ihe light of all the unresolved point-of-view structures 
1 have just mentioned, the argument for Impressionist sub¬ 
jectivity' loses force, True, the film alludes to the conven¬ 
tional optical point-of-vieiv pattern no less significantly 
than it cites the liJO 11 rule and the ordinary' eyeline match. 
But surely we ought to infer from the film's dissonant 
point mf-view operations that It dues not seek to render a 
character's experience. We can reapply an earlier argu¬ 
ment: in failing to recognize the play which the film sets up 
with respect to subjectivity and in trying to pin the film 
down to some optical realism, we "naturalize" in psycho¬ 
logical-realist terms the very surprises and bafflements 
which should disorient us. The contradictions in point 
of view In jeanne d'Arc resemble that strategy of the mod¬ 
ern writer mentioned by Jonathan <Tiller: 


The ubiquity of such natural nation (tad recuperation is a 
problem for the artist, , , , Kffiftf he ppf^sf do if he i$ to 
outplay rmfuraf/zufjciri is to create' a text which continmlty 
makes us aware of the cost at which we naturalize , ichfcJi 
flaunts the difference between verbal surface and naturaliz¬ 
ing interpretation $u ffrdf twt sure flow tmtoh richerand toss 
banal the former is than the tatter, . . . The poet o r rmt- 
Cifist succeeds tn challenging naturalization not by going 
beyond the bounds of sense but by creating a verbal sur- 
face whose fasc irwhun is greater than that of any possible 
naturalization and xoft cn'r thmTry challenges the models 
by which we at tempt toccwiprehend and circumscribe it , |H> 
My dispute with claims for the film's Subjectivity can con¬ 
clude with one more visual example, one which bares the 
device of contradictory point of view. When the bullish 
guard view's jean me through copped hands, telescope - 
fashion (fig. 78).. we get, logically enough, an iris represent¬ 
ing his vision, (fig. 79). Then the guard puts lus hands 
down and observes her normally (fig. 8(1), but the next shot 
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shows-her still within an iris- (fig, 81). And even Shis incon¬ 
sistent view is "interlocked" with a shot of Massieu, also 
looking at her (fig. 82), In this scene, we get a sense of the 
price we pay for the comfort of labeling such perceptual 
play "subjectivity": the film's texture makes such a reading 
uncomfortably arbitrary. Dreyer's film puts the intelligibil¬ 
ity of subjectivity into question r 


A DIALOGUE OF TEXTS 

II "point of view" in ils various guises cannot unify the 
film, what can? Are the Stylistic deformations of La Pas¬ 
sion de Jeanne d'Arc integrated within a coherent narrative 
structure? 

Not, al least, as far as lime is concerned. Certain tem¬ 
poral features of the narrative are no less disorienting than 
the spatial ones. As a critical category, story duration is 
dear enough: it is the posited length of time consumed by 
the action fo.g,, two years). Plot duration would then be 
the length of time which the action Consumes :n the film 
(e,g., two hours on the screen). But Jcftnnc if Arc abolishes 
story time as an operative category. What story duration 
can we construct on the basis of the 110 minutes of/mime 
tf 'Arc? How dong" does the story action—the trial and the 
burning—last? Certainly not more Elian a week, or even a 
few days, but vve cannot set precise limits. 11 We might be 
tempted to say that ail the action consumes a few hours 
during one day. but even "day" is hardly a relevant con¬ 
cept for the film; the film's world lias no clocks or calen¬ 
dars; this world does not even jivnr. As jean Semolue has 
put it: "Here time is lived in its pure progression." 1 ' The 
result is to invest in screen lime the sovereign authority for 
the film's dura linn. The overall action, in effect, lakes as 
long as the film shtws it taking. Ib the disruptions of space, 
then, there correspond ambiguities of time. 

Yet we understand the film when watching it. Troubling 
as Li is, we grasp it and respond to it. So then* is a pattern 
to he perceived. Whal is it? J suggest that the organisa¬ 
tional center of the film is the developing narrative situa¬ 
tion of the character Jeanne. This is not to say that the 
film's stylistic workings can be explained through character 
psychology; rat lie r. .1 propose that Jeanne's narrative posi¬ 
tion counterbalances the fragmented diversity nf the film. 
The protagonist mediates between the d Vita mi l/ hetero¬ 
geneity nf the film's motifs and th@ stability of an (iver- 


arching causal structure. Jeanne as protagonist is the for¬ 
mal device working against the disunity of time and space. 

Our previous acquaintance with her story confirms 
this, In the first shot, hands turn the pages of a book. The 
shot is emblematic: we come to a familiar tale, equipped, 
with considerable knowledge. Jeanne's peasant ancestry, 
her religious impulses, her military fervor, and her heroic 
death: Dreyer assumes that we know all this, takes it as the 
"pre-text" of his film, and frees the narrative of on exposi¬ 
tory apparatus. We are expected to recall that Joanne fought 
to drive the English out of France, that she trusts that her 
alliance with King Charles will be honored, that the clerical 
court is in league with the occupying army. Since we know 
all this, the film may organize itself around the last phase 
of Jeanne's Life, and create that radical compression of ac¬ 
tion for which the film is so celebrated. Most important, we 
know how the story will end. Knowing the outcome of the 
action endows the film with tho determinism so charac¬ 
teristic of Dreyers work: instead of inscribing predictions 
of the outcome into the narrative as prophecy {as in most of 
the early films), fcamte d'Are, like Homes from Satan's Book, 
explicitly bases itself upon a text outside its own bound- 
arses, (Actually two texts, as we shall see,} In addition, the 
opening of the book promises us that Jeanne's story' has 
been already completed, finished, written, and that how¬ 
ever extreme the stylistic discontinuities, the film will ulti¬ 
mately cohere. Jeanne as historical figure assures the pas¬ 
sage between stylistic eccentricity and narrative homo¬ 
geneity: because the viewer's representational position 
is made unclear, she or he is thrown back upon Jeanne's 
story as the one certainty in the film. 

The fact that Jeanne is the thread which we follow 
through the narrative suggests why psychological! interpre¬ 
tations so attract the critic. She is, after all, a firmly fixed 
character, with assigned motivations, goals, and feelings, 
all of which are expressed in many ways. By almost uni¬ 
versal consent we have here one of the cinema's profound- 
eSt excavations of personality; every actum of mind anti 
heart can be read off the face. Semolue writes: "These emo¬ 
tions are not only explicated, Ihtni arc. Never have we 
known characters on the screen so intimately-" 1 - 1 Within a 
more theoretical argument, Jean Mi try asserts that the 
normal close-up expresses but dries not signify, whereas in 
Jeanne d'Arc, the facial dose-ups signify ,r Ofi the tvry $ign of 
what tiny express." 13 Thus the film offers images which 
symbolize pure states of the xuul- 
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In his distinction amyrtg agent, character, person, im¬ 
age, and figure* Stephen Heath lias proposed that tlie 
"character" in film can unify the text or split it apart. In 
Heath's terms, Jeanne is at once agent (the performer of an 
action), character (an expressive individuality), person (the 
continuing presence of the body), and image (the focus 
of narrative economy). Jeanne is not, however, a "figure'" 
in Heath's sense, for a figure is "a point of dispersion, a 
kind of disarticulation,'' 1 the bearer of J, a radical heteroge¬ 
neity” ]S In the open force-field of Jeaurre d'Arc's space and 
time, Jeanne is the point of convergence, the axis around 
which the spectacle turns. Just as without Jeanne there 
would be no narrative, without her presence the framings, 
the flatness, the cutting, the camera movements would 
shatter the film into a thousand fragments. The disparity of 
the film is the strain between Jeanne as unifying force and 
the contradictions of Space and time. 

Moreover, if Jeanne's story is the macro-action behind 
Llie cause-effect chain, the film furnishes a constant chain 
of micro-actions which guarantees narrative direction and 
a localizer causal coherence. If Jeanne as character were a 
complete!v fixed point, her stasis would soon disturb nar¬ 
rative linearity, By a brilliant strategy the film secure? her 
constancy through minimal variation. Hence the second, 
positive function of the close-up; nut only to break apart 
spatial relations but also to magnify the minute changes of 
Jeanne's expression. Every' attack by her adversaries pro- 


84 

vokes a response, however slight- every reply she fur¬ 
nishes is accompanied by the flicker of a new expression. 
At this level, the fullness of Jeanne's character is expressed 
through a microscopic cause -effect chain composed wholly 
of nuances, (Compare figs. 83 and 84.) Bela Balazs rightly 
found in feanne d'Arc "a drama of the spirit” enacted m 
"duels between looks bind frowns,” 16 As a result, the spa¬ 
tial uncertainty from shot to shot is accompanied by one of 
the most naked narrative conflicts ever filmed. What the 
close-up as spatial fragment destroys, the expressive face 
seeks to rebuild. The plenitude of Jeanne's character as a 
focusing unity and tlie tiny second-by-second fluctuations 
of expression are structural necessities. 

Let us assume, then, that Jeanne as legendary figure 
and expressive character seeks to pull together the film's 
tendencies toward fragmentation and that narrative logic 
gives her unifying function a causal and temporal direction 
through a series nt micro-actions. We still must specify 
what propels ilLai movement, what opposes the film's spa¬ 
tial uncertainties. The central principle lias been suggested 
by Jean S&noiu§: J Tf Vampyr is conceivable in the first 
person. L;t Aissfew tic fcatine d'Arc remains perpetually a 
dialogue” 17 Indeed, we can consider the premise of the 
film's cause effect chain to be a "dialogical” clash of Joanne 
and Another, an opposition of voices in a vast alternation. 
Saturating the film from top to bottom, the principle of 
dialogue regulates the division into scenes, the interaction 
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of characters, the role of objects, the editing of shots, and. 
the exchange of words. Dialogue becomes the chief means 
by which the unifying function of Jeanne is reiterated 
across the construction of the narrative; dialogue seeks to 
override the film's visual disparities by the force of a gen¬ 
eral intelligibility. 

Dialogical alternation can be observed in the shifts of 
locale, ff we break the film into seven sections, on the basis 
of change of setting, we arrive at a scheme which alternates 
scenes outside Jeanne's cell with scenes inside it: (1) the 
court; (2) the cell; (3) the torture chamber; (4) the cell; 
(5} the cemetery; (6) the cell; (7] the castle courtyard. In 
each locale; every scene is structured around a rigorous 
pattern, a kernel of cause and effect which breaks the 
scene's action into five stages (see chart, pp. 88—89): 

1. The participants assemble f 

2 . The authorities engage in dialogue with Jeanne, 

3. Jeanne or an ally challenges the authorities. 

4. The authorities attack her or her ally. 

5. The participants disperse, 

Usually these five phases are followed by a transitional 
passage which explicitly contrasts specific elements 
through crosscutting. The order of these phases is not in¬ 
variable, but the general pattern is so pervasive that it be¬ 
comes a major force in unifying the film. 

The pattern is well illustrated by the first sequence of 
the film, The scene begins with the assembly of soldiers 
and priests and the arrival of Jeanne. Thereafter, stages 
two through four {dialogue'challenge to authorities' 
Counterattack by authorities) are repeated three times. 
First., Cauchon and bis assistant question Jeanne; she chal¬ 
lenges the English; a soldier springs up to attack her. Sec¬ 
ondly. after another series of questions, Jeanne declares 
that she has saved her souJr a priest comes forward and 
spits in her lace. The third variation alters the order of the 
phases; first the authorities attack (Jeanne's one defender is 
removed by the soldiers), then the Judges ask more ques¬ 
tions- and Jeanne responds decisively, At this point, the 
court is adjourned and judges and prisoner disperse. A 
transitional passage makes characteristic use of crosscut- 
ting in order to juxtapose the image of Jeanne in her cell 
with the image of the judges forging a letter outside. 

The pervasiveness of the kcmal action can be seen from 
the accompanying chart. The very layout sufficiently 
suggests the principle similarities and symmetries among 
scenes, but a few variations deserve comment. 


1. In one respect, the assembly phases alternate regularly: 
in odd-numbered scenes, Jeanne is brought to the 
judges, and in even-numbered scenes the judges come 
to her. Bui sometimes one priest enters Jeanne's cell 
first for a brief exchange (Loysoleur in scene 2, Cauchon 
in scene 4). Outdoors (in scenes 5 and 7), both Jeanne 
and judges meet before the populace. In scenes 1 
through 5, Jeanne obeys the judges' summons to as¬ 
semble, but in scene 6 she calls them, and in scene 7 her 
decision draws the people back to the castle. 

2. In the questioning phase of each sequence, we find 
considerable variation. Interrogators differ from scene 
to scene until the crucial shift in scene 6. when Massieu 
and Jeanne engage in an exchange about her forthcom¬ 
ing death. in scene 7 the immolation replace* the ques¬ 
tioning segment, 

3. In the earliest scenes, we can pinpoint each of Jeanne's 
challenges in a line of dialogue ("I am certain that the 
English will be driven out of France, except those who 
die here, , „ Her reward is to be 'The salvation of my 
soul!"). Sometimes, however, her decisive action ss 
performed silently; refusing communion (scene 4 ). 
signing the recantation (scene 5). As she is bound to the 
stake in scene 7 r her last word-—"Jesus!"—testifies to 
her decision, but an ally issues the challenge: an old 
man shouts, "You have burned a saint!" 

4 . As we would expect the attacks mount in severity, but 
they also shift in tactic and object. In the first scene, the 
soldier is kept from striking Jeanne, and d'Estivet spits 
upon her, while the violence of she army and the 
Church emerges in the attack on, her ally de Houppe- 
villc. Jeanne is assaulted by another soldier, and 
mocked by the guards (scene 2). threatened with tor¬ 
ture and bled (scene 3), and tempted with communion 
(scene 4), After signing the recantation, she is sen¬ 
tenced to life imprisonment (scene 5). Since she has ac¬ 
cepted the authorities' goal-—her death — they have 
nothing with which to assail her, so scene 6 contains no 
attack upon her. Finally, as Jeanne is burned in scene 7, 
the object of attack becomes the populace which sup¬ 
ports Jeanne and which the army drives out of Rouen. 

3. The scenes' participants disperse by order of the au¬ 
thorities (scenes 1, 5, 7) or when Jeanne initiate* the 
breakup by her fainting (scene 3), her refusals (scene 4), 
and her withdrawal of the recantation (scene 6). 

6. With one exception (the link of scenes- 2/3), the $e- 
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qucnccs are joined by transitional passages wherein 
crosscc tting brings Jeanne and others into a "dialogue" 
across ;imt and space. Apart from their localized struc¬ 
tural importance, these crosscut segments, illustrate 
how obsessively the lilm's chain of cause and effect 
depends upon juxtaposing Jeanne and Another, con¬ 
stant])' interrupting her unifying presence. In these se¬ 
quences we get then, a baring of the dialogical princi¬ 
ple itself, While Jeanne sits in her cell, I lie judges forge 
a teller from King Charles (112): while Jeanne is bled, the 
priests hover outside on the stair (3*4); while Jeanne's 
hair is cut, the people celebrate (5'"6J; white Jeanne takes 
communion, the soldiers prepare the stake and the 
crowd gathers (6'7), To some extent, the function of 
these passages is to contrast narrative motifs, and this 
function is continued in the very last shot: the darning 
stake stands in the foreground, a cross surmounts a 
church in the distance, 

Despite such variations, the kemal cause-effect chain 
demonstrates that here, as in Dreyer r s early films, charac¬ 
ters' actions are placed within an overriding impersonal 
pattern. The kemal narrative action permits the viewer to 
plot the vicissitudes of the drama against a very limited set 
of possibilities, assuring causal intelligibility. 

The concept of "dialogue with Jeanne" rules every one 
of these scenes. The film's characters function as partici¬ 
pants in a series of confrontations with her, as we can see 
by lining up the opposing forces. On the one side, there 
are most of the priests (led by Cauchon) and the English 
army (led by Warwick), with Nicolas I.oysefeur as go- 
between- On the other side there is Jeanne herself, who 
has a few allies among the priests and among the crowd. It 
is worth noting that no explanatory infertitfes characterize 
these figures, and that (with some exceptions} the dialogue 
dues not differentiate one from another. As a result, the 
characters'’ trails and motifs emerge from physical details; 
it we arc to make sense of the film, we must construct that 
intelligible* entity we call "character" from narrative ex¬ 
pression and. gesture, Not only the words hut the physical 
beings of the characters enter into dialogue. The film builds 
upon a narrow' set of physical polarities: old {priests, 
gravedigger) vs. young (Jeanne, Massieu, La riven u, the 
children in the crowd); men vs. women; flesh {Jeanne's 
especially) vs. metal {the soldiers' weaponry, the torturer's 
apparatus); cassocks vs. soldiers' uniforms (which, until 
the end, even Jeanne wears); worked skin (the wrin¬ 


kled, monied priests) vs, smooth skin (jeanne, the young 
priest s). 

The purely visual nature of these antinomies is rein¬ 
forced by the film's refusal of the most common means of 
identifying a character. It is astonishing that, with the ex¬ 
ception of Jeanne herself, no character is named in the film. 
{We can glean names only from the credit sequence.) Ro¬ 
land Barthes has suggested that in literature, "when iden¬ 
tical semes traverse the same proper name several times 
and appear to settle upon it. a character is created " and 
certainly in cinema the proper name is important for unify¬ 
ing a bundle of traits into a character, 18 But in cinema we 
also have images of bodies, those vessels of behavior that 
play an indispenstble role in our identifying the concept of 
"person" in life and "character" in film.. In Jeanne d'Arc, 
figures are marked not by name but by physiognomy, 
costume, station, behavior: the viewer recognizes not a 
Character named Cauchon but She fat old bishop with the 
warts, not Massieu but the dark, spectrally handsome 
young priest. The reduction of personality to physicality 
has led many unmmentatnrs to see in Jeanned’Arc the very 
apogee of silent film art, and certainly Dreyer's film takes 
its place in a physiognomic tradition that includes the 1920s 
Soviet films and American comedies. For our purposes, we 
must stress how the film's abrupt, even jerky opposition of 
one body or behavior to another furthers the dialogical 
strategy of the film. 

The clergy's Lengthy interrogations of Jeanne conform 
to the same principle. Even here the concept of dialogue 
cuts deeper then sheer talk, for apart from the clash of 
words and viewpoints, the visual construction of each in¬ 
terrogation arises from the alternation of action and reac¬ 
tion. The absence of matches on action means that there 
are almost never two successive shots of the same charac¬ 
ter. Instead, if shot a shows Jeanne, shot h will show a 
judge or an object. Gestures which another film would 
present without interruption are constantly broken by 
wedged-in shots of other elements. As Jeanne faints, there 
ifi a quick Cutaway to a priest looking on. Dp Uouppe- 
ville's abasement before Jeannt? is. interrupted by shots of 
Jeanne and the other judges. When jeanne withdraws the 
recantation, shots of soldiers bringing rocks for the stake 
alternate with shots of staring priests. It is important to 
distinguish such cutting from that In the films of Hi sen- 
stein. Although the latter's films often fragment an action 
through editing, the fragmentation is frequently a matter 
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Participants assemble 

Authorities engage in 
dialogue with Jeanne 

Jeanne or ally 
dial 1 emges authorities. 

ill COURT 

Judges and Jeanne assemble-- 

C’juchon and assistants- question 
Joanne. 

Jeanne predicts that English will 
lose. 



Cauthon and assistants question 
Jeanne. 

Jeanne claims that Cod has 
promised salvation. 




Do Houppeville declares her a 
saint. 



CaiLchon questions Jeanne. 

Jeanne claims she will be rescued, 

«2J CELL 

Loyseleur arrives. 

Loyseleur returns ring. 



Other priests arrive, 

Priests interrogate Joan no. 

Jeanne avoids traps. 


Guards arrive. 

Guards taunt Jeanne 

Joanne refuses to speak. 

l*> TORTURE 
CHAMBER 

Jeanne enters chamber. 

Judges demand her to sign 
recantation, 

Jeanne refuses to sign, 

(4) CELL 

Gauchrm and other judges arrive. 

Judges otter Jeanne communion. 

Jeanne refuses to sign. 

{$) CEMETERY 

Crowd, judges, soldiers, and 

Jeanne assemble. 

Priest gives Joanne sermon, allies 
urge her to submit, She signs 
recantation. 


(6) CELL 

Cauchort and judges arrive. 

Judges and Massieu ask Jeanne 
why she has changed. 

Jea n no a n nou ncos her accepts nco ■ 

(7) COURTYARD 

Crowd gathers and. Jeanne 
comes out. 

Jeanne is bound to stake] Massicu 
extends cross. 

A man shouts: "You have burned a 
saint!” 
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Authorities attack 
Jeanne or ally. 

Soldier threatens Jeanne. 


Participants disperse. 


Transition which 
contrasts elements. 


D'Estivet spits on her. 


Soldiers and Church remove de 
Houppeville. 

Soldier takes Jeanne's ring. 

Loyselenr reads forged letter. 

Judges refuse to let Jeanne hear Mass. 
Guards abuse Jeanne. 

Judges threaten Jeanne with torture. 


Communion withdrawn and Jeanne 
berated. 


Cauchon reads sentence; soldiers 
attack man. 


Soldiers assault crowd as Jeanne burns. 


Court adjourns. 

judges leave. 

Massieu dismisses guards. 

Jeanne swoons and judges leave. 
Judges leave. 

Crowd disperses. 

Judges leave. 

‘The army drives the crowd out 
of Rouen. 


Jeanne in cell I pudges forging letter. 


Jeanne bled ■ judges on stair. 

Jeanne weeping •" judges on stair. 

Jeanne's hair cut f people at fair. 

JeannCs comm union / crowd and soldiers, 
Crossstake. 
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of abbreviating or distending □ movement through 
(mis-)matches on action. In La Rsssj'uu dr Jenna? d’Arc. the 
fragmentation proceeds from the systematic alternation of 
shots containing different elements, Thus Dreyer carries the 
crosscutting of his earlier films into every scene, 

The dialogical editing construction flings together 
characters and objects. Has any fiJm more vividly made ob¬ 
jects a part of the drama? The nubby crown of reeds, the 
smooth cross Jeanne clasps, the thick ropes, the dull sheen 
of the pan that catches Jeanne's blood: every object in the 
film has* a distinct weight and shape and texture that iden¬ 
tify martyrdom with an awful tactility. Nonetheless, the 
compositional principles are severe, A scene will restrict 
itself to only one or two emblematic objects, which are in¬ 
serted into the alternating pattern oi the dialogue. "I lie sol¬ 
diers' association with metal results in a striking series of 
images: when the soldiers file out of court, shots of their 
spears moving rightward are intercut with shots of priests' 
facies rising into the frame. Alternating shots likewise intC’ 
grate the communion wafer into scene four, the torture 
wagon and the skull into scene five., the bits of hair shorn 
from Jeanne into scene six. and the logs at the stake and 
the birds in the sky info the final scene. In such ways, al¬ 
ternating editing selects a very few objects for narrative 
"dialogue” with the characters' actions. 

In addition, of course, some of these objects recur from 
scene to scene and become woven info the large-scale 
Structure of the narrative. The cross motif appears first as 
the chains lashed around the Bible, then as the crosspiece 
on Jeanne's cell window, then as the shadow the window 
casts on the floor, then as the grave markers and as the 
crosses atop the churches, and. in the Last scene, as the 
crucifix extended to Jeanne by Massieu; at all points, the 
motif is intercut with Jeanne. Her crown of straw wends its 
way through various scenes—it is tossed in the air by her 
guards, clapped onto her head, cast aside by attendants, 
and swept up with bits of her hair, Most pervasive of all are 
those written materials inserted iii the course of the action: 
the forged letter, the recantation which Jeanne initially re¬ 
fuses but finally signs, the "Apostate” parchment nailed to 
the stake, 

Significantly, a I these motifs—cross, crown, messages 
—reinforce a second text upon which the film's narra¬ 
tive depends; the tale of Christ's suffering and death. The 
outcome of the film is programmed from the beginning, 
not only because we know the historical Jeanne but also 


because we know the story of the Passion. The cross and 
the crown of straw, virtually the only objects associated 
with Jeanne, unambiguously guarantee that narrative paral¬ 
lelism reiterated in the film's original title: La Passion el la 
mart de Jeanne d'Are, The written messages that run through 
the narrative, some of which also refer to the Christ story 
(e.g., the “Apostate” inscription at the top of the stake), 
lead directly to vet another way in which the principle of 
dialogical construction ensures coherence and formal 
unity. 

For the minute-bv-minute movement of the narrative 
depends upon a dialogical clash of fexfs. Dreyer realized 
this; "For me, if was before all else the technique of the 
official report which governed. There was. to start with, 
this trial, with its ways, its Own techniques, and that 
technique is what 1 tried to transpose to the him. These 
were thy questions, these wore the answers—very short, 
very crisp.”■" With nnly oito exception (a privileged one, as 
we shall set 1 ), there afS no explanatory nr cormTierttative 
in Certifies, and the resulting dosage of dialogue titles has 
encouraged the view that this- is ”a sound film struggling 
for speech.” What the complaint overlooks is that the con¬ 
centration upon characters' spoken and written words de¬ 
fines the narrative as a battle of discourses, Throughout the 
film, saying is opposed to remaining silent: quest Lon is op¬ 
posed to answer; the free word is opposed to the enforced 
word (Jeanne will not say ivhat the authorities demand); 
speaking Is opposed to writing (the scribe labors busily 
through almost every scene, transforming Jeanne's words 
into that record which :s the book opened at the film's out» 
set). The very "talk mess" — better, the "litemlity”—of the 
film is thus indispensable tn a conflict of representational 
systems. 

On one side of this conflict, the authorities use repre¬ 
sentation as a commodity to be transferred and circulated. 
The exchanges of question and answer which define the 
courtroom situation are only the most apparent instances 
of the judges’ economic use of discourse. And for this 
economic function, writing is indispensable. In forging 
the letter, the authorities reduce King Charles's relation to 
Jeanne to a sheet of paper capable of being swapped for 
her trust. More strikingly, they propose, by transforming 
Jeanne's word info a written record, to schematize her as a 
historical, hence controllable entity. Just as Cauehon must 
read the charges and the Sentence, so the scrupulous de¬ 
mand that |canneiJi>?i the recantation indicates the Church's 
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awareness of the authoritative exchange value o1 the writ’ 
ten word: a woman's life traded for the word that names 
her. an ecclesiastical trial fulfilling a political bargain. {"I 
wish/' says Warwick, . , that she should not die a natural 
death. I paid a high price for her. 1 ') It is Jeanne’s signed 
recantation that Loyseleur offers to Warwick, as if it were a 
bill of sale. 

On the other hand, however, Jeanne's word is not pri¬ 
marily a commodity. Illiterate, she is closed oil from the 
written contract. Hers Is the expressive, personalized word, 
an inspired speech opposed to the ossification of the writ¬ 
ten record, transcending the systems of political and 
religious exchange. She does not, though, realize that her 
word transcends history. In the beginning of the film, she 
sees her mission and her being a$ resolutely historical- 
Coaxed by promises of surviving to fight her enemies, she 
signs the recantation, thereby submitting herself to the 
exchange on the judges' terms. But the alien, estranging 
quality of Jeanne's submission is present even in the very 
act of signing: Loyseleur must guide her hand through the 
signature she cannot manage, and she adds to this inscrip¬ 
tion not a word but an image, two strokes of the pen. mak¬ 
ing a cross on the page, We find in Jeanne d'Arc echoes 
of tho'logocentrism” which, Jacques Derrida suggests, re¬ 
curs throughout Western thought, and which elevates 
the mystical expressiveness of the spoken word (further 
sanctified in the film by the mystically expressive face) 
above the static repressiveness of writing, 11 * 

If we a re left with a dialogue not only between speakers 
but between two ways of saying, can we claim that the 
film uni vocally favors Jeanne's way? We must not Lose the 
film's strain here. To a great extent. La Passim de feature 
d'Arc remains a true dialogue, putting into tension the 
spoken and the written word. That tension, indeed, man¬ 
ifests itsei:' in the film's very surface. The film's many titles 
create an oscillation between the dynamic image of a 
speaker and the remains of speech. To wish that the film 
had sound is to want to remove tine of its must productive 
contradictions. For one thing, the titles assist the break¬ 
down of narrative space, as Michel Marie has observed: 
"Paradoxically, the very profusion of in Entitles articulated 
with respect to a visual (teampage almost entirely based on 
inserts (close-ups of faces and objects)' results in creating a 
purely abstract cinematographic space, without any logical 
relationship with the discourse's place of reference?'' 21 
Moreover, the dialogue titles foreground the crucial differ¬ 


ence between speaking and writing: lips move and then we 
read what they have already said. Through Jeanne d'Arc'a 
insistence on the principle of dialogue, the archaic dialogue 
title gets recharged with formal significance. As writing, 
the inter title becomes only the trace of Jeanne's dynamic 
speech and necessarily clashes with the very immediacy 
which that speech embodies. Only as a Orient film could La 
ffaftfiOFE (k front re d'Arc squeeze the conflict between speech 
and writing into the smallest crevice of its texture. 

This conflict reminds us that ironically the entire narra¬ 
tive depends upon the very record that the authorities 
kept; the book which existed solely to insert Jeanne's 
words into the Court's circuit of exchange is now used to 
reactivate that circuit in the very projection of the film. The 
hititoricallv authentic trial text must be presented to u$ in 
all its frozen materiality if the principle which it represents 
is to be questioned, put in dialogue with the image's spiri¬ 
tual word. In a sense,, the film's images become a cinemat¬ 
ic gloss, a running commentary upon the trial record- We 
err, then, if we see the film's intertitles as unwarranted 
intrusions, for in the juxtaposition of image and text, La 
ffcssibrr de jeanne d'Arc plays out to the fullest the conflict 
between its voices. 

Yet if the film's contradictions—both spatial and repre¬ 
sentational—ary not wholly canceled, thev are strongly 
qualified by the unifying principle of Jeanne herself and, 
in particular, her defining attribute—saintliness. A tra¬ 
ditional conception of the hero here aims to halt the 
play of ambiguities. The film's ending instates Jeanne as 
the victor in the battle of discourses. What assures tins vic¬ 
tory 7 is not only the transhistoricai aspect of her speech— 
the spontaneity 7 which certifies the spiritual expressiveness 
of the spoken word—but also the wav in which the film's 
narrative structure confirms her prophetic vision. 

The turning point is the moment at which she recog¬ 
nizes the similarity between her existence and the story of 
Jesus (the similarity that the audience has already recog¬ 
nized). When Jeanne sees her crown of straw swept out by 
the barber, she recognizes both her betrayal of Christ and 
her likeness to him. In denying her recantation, in cancel¬ 
ling the bargain and taking back her word, she assures ns 
that our reading of her situation was the correct one- In the 
dialogue with Massieu, her earlier pronouncements are 
now analyzed, and found to have been unwittingly pro¬ 
phetic. Sbt lm been sent to save France, but the salva¬ 
tion will not be a military one. Her king mil! rescue her 
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fruiti prison, but He is riot King. Charles. The ''great vic¬ 
tory" she had predicted will be her martyrdom.: her de¬ 
liverance, death, By that paradoxical] gesture characteristic 
of religious discourse, secular speech is fumed inside out 
and found to contain that visionary word supposedly be¬ 
yond the contingent and historical. In the scene with Mas- 
sieu, Jeanne rereads the narrative; now she and the film 
speak with the same voice- In bier films, this strategy will 
become familiar to us as typically Dreycrian: the revelation 
of the authoritative word, the unearthing nf a text which 
has determined the narrative action- Now we can see how 
the film uses character psychology as only one element' in 
an impersonal causal system. Jeanne's centrality is 
reaffirmed by the film's fulfillment of her prophecy; the 
spontaneous word is the true one (religiously but also nar¬ 
ratively), and the film seeks to contain its contradictions by 
dovetailing her reading of her life with the reading com¬ 
pelled by the narrative. Here the hero unifies the narrative 
by becoming the character whose explanations make the 
fiction most intelligible. 

The pull of unity against heterogeneity is nowhere bet¬ 
ter illustrated than in the finale. Jeanne is burned, the 
crowd revolts, and the soldiers brutally drive the peasants 
out of Rouen castle. I have already pointed out the acute 
spatial dislocations of the sequence's unbalanced framings, 
the disorienting cutting on the smoke, the upside •down 
camera movements. We can now see how this sequence 
also strives to close the film around Jeanne. The clash of 
written and spoken discourses ends: the executioner nails 
to the stake a paper reading; "Herebque relapse, Apostate 
Ydolatre"; but Jeanne has the last word in the dialogue with 
her cry of "Jesusl" Our and Jeanne's reading of her life 
as a path toward martyrdom is instantly corroborated by 
the spontaneous voice of the crowd; "You have burned a 
saintS’' The soldiers attack the people. While spatial frag¬ 
mentation threatens to burst the film apart, the sequence is 
saturated with repetitions seeking narrative coherence. 
Shots of Jeanne alternate with those of the slaughter. 
Christian icons flood shot after shot: crosses, crucifixes, 
church bowers, birds, the stake all assure us of the intelligi¬ 
bility of Jeanne's death, Finally, the scene's extreme disrup¬ 
tiveness calls forth the ultimate check; an unclaimed voice 
enters the film for the first time. After the last image, the 
Stake in the foreground standing against the cross in the 


distance, there appear words which cannot be attributed to 
a character: 

. . artel amid the flames the while soul of Jeanne rose 
heaoemMrds, that soul which has towmc the scud of 
Fmna\ as Jemnv h?r$elf has fawme the incarnation of 
imperishable Prana. 

The sentence collapses the historical 1 spiritual dialectic of 
the discourses in the film: both nation and martyr achieve 
immortality. As in Vampyr, such omniscience is possible 
only for the sourceless voice of the title. By position and 
past tense, the title firmly ties the ending to the beginning: 
the book that was opened is now closed. 

But, we must finally ask. what book is this? The am¬ 
biguity" nags us, for though it is possible to put the first 
shot of the book outside the narrative time of the him (as I 
have done in asserting it to be the surviving trial tran¬ 
script), we may also situate the first shot within the narra¬ 
tive, as part of the first interrogation scene. If we do, the 
book continues to perplex us. Is it a volume of trial records 
opened to a fresh page, or is it that Bible upon which 
Jeanne swears to tell the truth? The uncertainty can never 
be resolved: the book's function is to remain ambiguous, 
collapsing (as the last title does) the spiritual and the histor¬ 
ical, narrowing the distinction between Jeanne and Jesus. 
The calculated hesitation between identifying the text as 
Jeanne's word and identifying it as God's word preserves 
the heterogeneity at work in the narrative, and nonetheless 
insists that the weight of the film comes finally to rest in 
Jeanne's conviction of her saintliness. 

This chapter has sought to illustrate a paradox. If the 
critic seeks unity at all costs in Jeanne d'Are, the film resists, 
flaunting discontinuity and contradiction, Yet if the critic 
wants to show total fragmentation, the film Suddenly pulls 
itself into coherent patterns. It may be that every narrative 
film strains between rigor and dispersion. But if it is also 
true that at some point every film cracks, Jeanne d‘Arc em¬ 
phasizes its fissures much more boldly than do mosh 
Critics have typically overlooked the film's disturbing qual¬ 
ities and favored its unifying ones. This chapter has pro¬ 
posed seeing the film more dynamically, as an intersec¬ 
tion of systems in which forces for narrative unity seek to 
hold together powerful stylistic contradictions. This "seek 
to" insures the continuing interest of La Fbssfup? de Jeanne 
d'Arc. 
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The difficulty of discussing Dreyer's Vampyr has been less a 
subject ol critical writing than an unacknowledged prem¬ 
ise, Reading critical commentary on the film, one would 
think of il as a fascinating but easily assimilable horror fitm; 
reading between the lines, one can see that it causes more 
analytical problems than almost any Dreycr work. lapses 
into vagueness are the symptoms; "One has the impres¬ 
sion of continual movement, intensifying one's sense of a 
world of instability and shifting shadows when? nothing is 
fixed or certain' r (Robin Wood ). 1 "Somehow the whole 
(opening] sequence, with its dissolving surfaces as though 
people were literally being seen through a glass darkly, and 
its profound silences broken only by the unearthly tolling 
of the bell and the remote echo of a human voice, is like a 
mysterious- ceremonial of death" {Tom Milne ). 2 "The 
people in lYmapyr] glide slowly through a vague, whitish 
mist like drowned men. . . . the film is pervaded by 
nightmare obsession, and it shows a deadsure, calculated 
use of every means at [Dreyer's] disposal ,r (Ebbe Neer- 
gaard),* Such evocations avoid coming to grips with what 
is most obvious to the viewer: the film is a very difficult one 
simply to follow, To admit that Vampifr is a J, hard ,r film is 
not a confession of Philistinism but a basic aesthetic datum 
which the critic must confront and examine. As we saw in 
Li Ffesiwj de Jeanne d'Arc, acknowledging a work's particu¬ 
lar opaqueness or impedances is often the most direct 
route to grasping its salient properties. 

THE ABSENT CAUSE 

Consider, for example, one of the must puzzling segments 
of the filir.. David Gray, seeing the shadow of a gravedig* 
ger, is led to explore a decrepit building. He watches the 
shadow of the peg-legged soldier move on its own. 
Glimpsing an old woman walking down a corridor, he 
flees. He watches the shadow* return to the soldier's body. 


He hears the old woman ask the soldier, "Where is he?" 
Shadows dance jauntily on the wall; we glimpse the old 
woman again. Gray discovers a coffin beside a discarded 
doctor's shingle. He passes through a consulting mom. 
Meeting a gnomish man who looks like a cross between 
Albert Schweitzer and Mark Twain, Gray asks if there are 
children here, The old man says no. "But," says Cray, 
"there are dogs," The old man responds, "There are no 
children and no dogs. Good night" And he shows Gray 
Out. On first viewing, it is probably impossible fo grasp the 
rather simple "story" underneath this sequence: the vam¬ 
pire Marguerite Chopin has arrived looking for her assis¬ 
tant, the doctor. 

What has happened here? Recognizing this sequence as 
"hard to follow" goes straight to the point: the plot (the set 
of events as narrated) docs not clearly present the story 
{that hypothetical concept of the "actual" events which we 
construct as implicit background to the* plot). Indeed, 
much of Vampyr is built so as to make the following of story 
events exceptionally difficult. The modern cinema has 
made such effects common, as when NichS versehnt or La 
Guerre est fink radically reorders story events, and we have 
already seen how Dreyer’s early films experiment to some 
extent with Such shaftings of order. But Vampyr yields a dif¬ 
ferent set of Strategies for troubling the story- For in such a 
sequence as this, the order of events in the story has not 
been disturbed. Yet by introducing the old woman, the 
doctor, and his assistant before we can posit a cansat rela¬ 
tion between them and the old chatelain seen ;n the previ¬ 
ous scene; by presenting major characters at one remove 
(as shadows, voices, distant figures); by crosscutting; by 
inserting retarding devices {the dancing shadows, the cof¬ 
fin, the empty examination room, the "children and dogs" 
dialogue); and finally, by presenting the entire building's 
contents through Gray's exploration of it'—in such ways, 
the film carefully obfuscates the story by means of the plot. 



H VAMFyJI 


Form has been made difficult. We have, then, first to 
examine the film's strategies for relating plot so obliquely 
to story. 

As a starting point, here is the film's story. In the village 
of Courbcmpierre flourishes the vampire, Marguerite Cho¬ 
pin, a woman who has died unrepentant, .and who now 
returns from the grave to prey upon the living. She is as¬ 
sisted by the village doctor and his peg-legged henchman. 
One of her victims is Leone, the daughter of an old ehato- 
lain. Distraught, the c ha tela in one night calls upon a visitor 
to the village, David Cray, to intercede if he should die. 
That same evening, Chopin orders her minions to kill the 
Chalets in and to induce I-tone to Commit Suicide- Cray sees 
the peg-legged soldier murder the father. Dying, thechate- 
lam gives a heart-shaped locket to Gray and his other 
daughter Gisele, The chateau coachman goes for the 
police. Gray begins reading the book on vampirism, which 
the father has bequeathed him. In the meantime, Chopin, 
lures Leone outside and is about to attack her, but when. 
Gray and. Gisele arrive, Chopin flees. The coach returns, 
bearing the body of the coachman, who has been mur¬ 
dered. Once Leone is inside, she is seized by blood-[ust, 
and is about to attack Gisele when, the nurse intervenes. 
The doctor arrives at the chateau to tend to Leone, and on 
the pretext of saving her induces Gray to give blood. White 
Gray is sleeping, the doctor leaves poison for Leone to 
take. An old manservant in the chateau, alerted to Cho¬ 
pin's vampirism by the book, awakens Cray and brings 
him to Leone's room just in time to prevent her involun¬ 
tary suicide. The doctor flees, taking Gis&le prisoner. 
Gray rushes outside, where he collapses and has a dream 
depicting not only Gisele's whereabouts but also his own 
death. The manservant and the awakened Gray go to the 
graveyard and drive a stake through Marguerite Chopin's 
corpse. The curse on Leone as immediately lifted. The doc¬ 
tor and bus assistant are now haunted by a spectre of the 
father. The peg-legged assistant dies, while the doctor es¬ 
capes to a flour mill. Gray rescues Gisele, while the man¬ 
servant traps the doctor in a cage and suffocates him in a 
torrent of flour. 

To schematize Vampyr this baldly is already to hint at 
how problematic story and plot become in the film, but we 
may start by noticing what has been selected for presenta¬ 
tion in the plot. Consistently, at the level of the events 
themselves, consequences are shown but causes arc con¬ 
cealed. Most broadly, the plot postpones revealing the 


source of the contagion: it is not until very late in the film 
that the old vampire is identified as Marguerite Chopin, 
buried in the village cemetery. But the same principle oper¬ 
ates even more strongly scene by scene, for here causes are 
completely suppressed. Typically the film picks out late 
phases in an implicit sequence of actions. We do not see 
Chopin's first attacks) on Leone, only the old chatolain wor¬ 
rying as hi whether the wounds will heal. We do not see 
Chopin decide to induce Leone’s suicide, only her delivery 
of the poison to the doctor. We do not see the cha tela in's 
decision to visit Gray, nor the plan to murder thechafelain; 
we see only the visit and the murder The death of the 
coachman r Chopin's luring of Leone, the summoning of 
the doctor, the doctor's leaving the poison for Leone, and 
the abduction of Gisele are alt similarly elided. 

Now of course tow plot constructions present all story 
events, but we have here a consistent pattern. An event is 
presented which, by explicit reference or implicit logic, is 
seen as a consequence. But the cause is absent. More im¬ 
portant, the absent cause is usually not ultimately iden¬ 
tified. Not only are the causes concealed at the moment we 
recognize the effect; the causes are usually nci'er explained. 
The identification of Chopin as the culprit turns out to be 
virtually the only certain assignment of cause which V&n- 
pyr permits. We do not know how Chopin seduced Leone 
out of the chateau, hnw the coachman was murdered, how 
Gisele was carried oil, what governs the dead father's re¬ 
turn, and so on. Both psychological and physical motiva- 
,tion remain obscure. From even this cursory investigation 
of such Story events as have been selected, we may notice 
that what makes the film difficult is what will emerge as a 
generative pattern tor the plot as a whole; the absent cause. 
(We shall see later how other narrative patterns work, bv 
recoil, to override the absence of causes among narrative 
events.) 

It might be argued that Vampyr is simply a horror film, 
and that its uncertainties are motivated in ways traditional 
to that genre. Certainly the film does solicit a reading as a 
vampire film, hut it resists being assimilated to any norms. 
As a contrast, take Tod Browning's Dracula (1931), surely 
as canonic a vampire film as exists. Compared to Vizmpyr, 
Dmctihi to perfectly coherent. Browning's film exposes its 
narrative premises at the very outset, during Ken field's 
visit to the inn. Thereafter, causation is lawlike and certain: 
Dracula can become either a wolf or a bat, he sleeps during 
the day and prowls at night, and so on, The film carefully 
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motivates the insertion of genre conventions and ratifies 
th^m by the "scientific" explanations of Professor von 
Helping. Although a thorough study of the horror genre 
remains to be made, Dracula shows that the classical vam¬ 
pire film does not rely upon the type of narrative uncer¬ 
tainty that Dreyer creates in Vnmpyr. 

Sinre :n Vatnjtyr the absent cause is often assumed to b*« 
supernatural, it is also possible to situate the film in the 
genre of I he "fantastic;" which makes inexplicable causes 
its rtfjspn d'etre. Tivetan Todorov suggests that the fantastic 
genre is initially defined by "an event which cannot be 
explained fey the laws of this familiar world;' 1 Thus the hesi¬ 
tation between natural and supernatural explanations de¬ 
fines the "fantastic."" 1 Similarly. Sunn AlexandreSCu finds 
that the fantastic tale insists on keeping disjoint the 
natural supernatural semantic fields/ 

Mark Nash has shown that in at least one respect Vftnr- 
pi/r belongs to the genre of the fantastic: thi! film's svstem- 
atic play upon print of view creates a hesitation about the 
causes of events/ Yet the film remains, I believe, some¬ 
what nnassimLiable even to the fantastic genre. Both 
Todorov and Alexandrescu claim that the hesitation char¬ 
acteristic of the fantastic genre is unstable: by its end, the 
tale must choose either a natural explanation (which makes 
it a tale of the "uncanny") or a supernatural one {making 
it a tale o : the "marvelous"). Nash seems to suggest that 
Vairj}jiff indeed settles into a stable ending,, one ""accept¬ 
ing more conventionalized rules of editing, closing the 
work with an impression of 'smoothness/ spatio-temporal 
continuity." T Then? are two difficulties with this position. 
First, tlie ending is far from a model of smooth spatio-tem¬ 
poral continuity. Secondly, the final scenes are no less prob¬ 
lematic causally than what went before. What makes the 
dead chatelain's face reappear to haunt the doctor and 
Justin? What shuts the door of the mill-cage to trap the 
doctor? What force makes the gears grind to a halt in the very 
test shot? All the way through, Vattiftyr poses Such unan¬ 
swerable questions; the film contmte? to hesitate over its 
enigmas. Such hesitation weakens the sequential relations 
of story events and, by making events in the plot impossi¬ 
ble to link with causes, extends the troubling strategy of 
the plot. 

In the sequence in the doctor's lair we noticed vet 
another means fnr making the story difficult when we 
commented that various elements served to retard the rev¬ 
elation of the segment's principal story points. For exam¬ 


ple.. Gray does not immediately observe the exterior of the 
building: he first sees the gravedigger's shadow. Similarly, 
he does not immediately encounter Marguerite Chopin, 
but fir&t sees the peg-legged shadow. He sees the old 
woman speak to Justin only after lie has watched the 
shadow leave the body- The dancing shadows again delay 
revelation of Chopin, Grav does riot see the doctor until 
after the ironic joke of the coffin and the Doc ten r rftf MMicin 
sign, and after Gray's exploration of the doctor's quarters, 
iuch materials are inserted In retard the principal step- 
by-step progression of the story. Roland Barthes calls such 
major steps "cardinal" functions, or "nuclei," and such in¬ 
serted materials "catalyses," since they "fill in the narrative 
Space separating the hinge type functions."* 

In fact, the specimen sequence's use of catalytic func¬ 
tions :s typical of the film as a whole, First, the catalyses 
are not simply random: usually, they connote death (the 
Spiked angel sign at the inn, the man with the scythe, the 
picture in Gray's room, the gravedigger's shadow, the 
coffin, and the skulls and potions). When death is not 
specifically connoted, at least an eerie inexplicability is, as 
lit the case of the peg-legged shadow or the dancing 
shadows on the wall. But these images' connotations do 
more than evoke atmosphere. They also foreshadow imag¬ 
ery which will later be taken up by the cardinal functions, 
or mam plot, The most obvious example is probably the 
way in which the peg-legged soldier's shadow is seen 
again during the murder pi the old chatelain; but we may 
also note that the man with the scythe takes a boat, as Gray 
and Gisele will do at the end: that the etching in Gray's 
room prefigures the suffering of Leone, the mourning at 
the chateau, and the skeleton that Marguerite Chopin will 
become.: that the gravedigger’s shadow and the coffin 
prophesy the burials with which the last sections of the 
tilm will he occupied- Somewhat similarly, through cut¬ 
aways the angel sign and the gravedigger's shadow are 
pried loose from their niches in story-space and raised to 
the level of ominous emblems to be inserted in later sec¬ 
tions, Most interesting of all is the way in which Gray's 
dreams, in recapitulating all the death-filled catalyses pre¬ 
ceding them, also point ahead to the resolution of the main 
action. 

The plot, then, inserts these death motifs between the 
cardinal functions not solely for atmosphere but also to 
build up a reserve, as it were, of con notali vc energy to be 
discharged in a later phase of the narrative. Often, how- 
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ever, the cardinal functions are so extended, the space be¬ 
tween them so saturated with catalyses, that the story is 
not only delayed but shunted to one side, as if it were less 
important than the intervening material. By their number, 
their arresting nature, and the disproportionate time spent 
on them, such catalyses further loosen the causal relations 
between events in the story, Barthes affords an explanation 
of why this happens: "These catalyses are still functional, 
insofar as they enter into correlations with the nucleus, but 
their functionality is toned down, unilateral, parasitic. . , - 
Catalyses are no more than consecutive unite, while 
cardinal functions are both consecutive and consequen¬ 
tial."* In Viirrrpyr, the pure consecuhveness of the inserted 
material, growing out of hand, finally blurs the consequen¬ 
tial relations among cardinal functions. Indeed, since it is 
only by means of such consequential relations that we can 
nreupg/rize the cardinal functions, in Vami^jr we cannot al¬ 
ways grasp what the principal story action is. We are easily 
sidetracked and baffled, 

A good example of this bafflement comes at the very 
beginning of the film. The first twenty-six shots depict 
Cray's arrival at the inn. After the first explanatory title, 
we get a shot of Gray walking up from the river. He seeks 
entry to the irm and is at first thwarted. While he waits 
for the door to be opened, he glances back to the river. Cut 
to a king shot of a man with a scythe going down to the 
bank. Gray is admitted to the inn, but shots of his progress 
through various room sand passageways are repeatedly in¬ 
terrupted by shots of the man with the scythe. Alone in his 
room, Gray looks out the window and again sees the man 
with the scythe. Is the story's action, then, to involve Gray 
with this man? No, since the man is never seen again. Gray 
then starts to explore the inn and discovers a dwarfish, 
disfigured man upstairs. Is the film to be about this sinister 
inn? No. And so on. We are constantly led astray, until 
when the old chatelain leaves the parcel for Gray we grasp 
gratefully at a bona fide cardinal function. But this is con¬ 
siderably weakened, too, for instead of following it im¬ 
mediately with an explanation of why the oldchatehin has 
turned to Gray for help, the action shifts to Gray s explora¬ 
tion of the doctor's lair. From the start, then, Vampyr pre¬ 
pares us for a "flattened" narrative, in which inserted 
materials not only create atmosphere, not only abstractly 
foreshadow story events, but also at certain points over¬ 
whelm the cardinal story functions and deflect our atten¬ 
tion from them. The principal story becomes half-hidden, 
as obscure as the misty landscapes throughout the film. 


Finally, the retardation of story material is obviously re¬ 
lated to the absent cause. The retarding elements block 
revelation of the truth (for if the truth were revealed, the 
narrative would end). The mysteries posed by the key 
turning in the lock, the doors which open and close of their 
own power, the spectral leading figures, and the rest are 
never solved; the catalyses switch the main narrative ques¬ 
tions to one side and immerse us in a host of unanswerable 
ones. .4 triple economy is thus at work: by retarding the 
plot, obfuscating the story, and raising questions which the 
story cannot answer,, the catalyses accumulate an even 
greater weight as discrete entities. 

The temporal composition of the plot further sup¬ 
presses causal agencies, Most broadly, the plot spans a 
single night, running from dusk to dawn, arid, since it 
contains no flashbacks, it already limits itself to showing 
the effects of causes initiated before the plot commenced. 
This strategy is considerably extended by the way the film's 
crosscutting affects temporal duration. By crosscutring dif¬ 
ferent action strands, the film constantly Slips away from 
rendering the complete duration of story events. Many se¬ 
quences are thus made elliptical. 

Ellipsis is also a characteristic of the classical cinema, 
but not usually within the scene, as is the east* in Vampy?. 
For the temporal ellipticality of Vampyr makes it difficult to 
assign causes (directly the opposite of crosscutting's func¬ 
tion in the classical cinema). For example, the shadow of 
the gravedigger crosscut with Gray's exploration of the 
doctor's lair blocks our knowledge of how Gray gets from 
Spot to spot m the building; the panning shot of Leone'S 
empty bed inserted into the sequence of Gray's first read¬ 
ing of the book Vampyre makes it uncertain as to what has 
caused her departure; cutaways to the angel and cloudy 
sky interrupt several actions; the crosscutting of the old 
manservant and Cray's first dream obscure the means by 
which the servant reaches Gray's room; even at the very 
end of the film, the crosscutting between Gray's rescue of 
Gisele and the doctor's burial in flour does not permit us to 
understand what stops the mill's machinery: During every 
ellipsis, that is, important events occur: thanks to the 
crosscutting we must assume there arc causal connections 
in the story, but the plot does not show them to us. Thus 
Vampyr's crosscutting avoids the smooth sequentiality of 
traditional scenic construction, creating time gaps during 
which the absent cause can operate. 

There is one more principal strategy bv which Vampyr's 
plot is made oblique in its relation to the story, and this 



VAMPYft 97 


depends upon the presence of David Gray himself, He is a 
curious protagonist. He "does'" comparatively Utile in rela¬ 
tion to the principal story action; it is the manservant who 
discover?, how to eliminate Marguerite Chopin and who 
kills both her and the doctor. Though Gray does prevent 
the doctor from poisoning Leone and does rescue GisHc,, 
his behavior is less important to the story than to the plot; 
he exists less to act than to mediate. Possessing neither 
past nor future, lacking any definite traits of character. 
Gray is the thread which stitches the film together, the 
consciousness which structures the unfolding action. 
Tomashcvsky notes that, "The protagonist is by no means 
an essential part of the story. The story; as a system of 
motifs, may dispense entirely with him and his characteris¬ 
tics. The protagonist, rather, is the result of the formation 
of the story material into a plot. On the one hand, he is a 
means of stringing motifs together; and on the other, he 
embodies the motivation which connects the motifs.” 10 
Gray observes: he sees the vampire and her minions, he 
witnesses the murder of the old chatelain, he sees the arrb 
val of the doctor and of the dead coachman, and he dis¬ 
covers Gisele as a prisoner. Gray travels, re waling and 
linking the Various locales in the film. Cray reads, he offers 
his blond, and he dreams. All these activities motivate and 
structure the revelation of the story material. Even his res¬ 
cue of CisfrSe (when she is no longer in danger!) functions 
in counterpoint to the presentation of the doctor's death. 

it should be plain, though, that Gray's consciousness is 
far from the most direct relay of the Story, In fact. Gray as a 
structuring device further obfuscates the baste string of 
events, hi our example of his exploration of the doctor’s 
lair, we saw how the nuclei of the story action became 
considerably difficult to grasp when presented as his itiner¬ 
ary. Indeed, Gray's nighttime perambulations motivate the 
roundabout introduction to the story situation as a whole, 
That Gray is peripheral to the main action makes his view¬ 
point an ideal vehicle for pushing plot still further away 
from story. 

It is. moreover, Gray's viewpoint which motivates one 
of the essential editing devices in the film: point-of-view or 
semi-poim-of-view culling. As in jeantie d’Anc, Dreyer al¬ 
ternates shots of a person looking at a phenomenon with 
shots of that phenomenon itself (sometimes seen from the 
person's vantage point). Cray's investigation of the inn, 
the doctor's lair, and the chateau; his awakening bv the old 
chatelain; his witnessing of the murder; his reading of the 
book: such episodes are based upon Gray's vision. (We 


shall see this device laid bare in the subjective vision of 
buna! in his second dream). For the first half of the film, 
only Gray is given this point-of-view editing. Later the 
principle is distributed, so that, in. a crucial shift, Leone, 
after the vampire's attack, stares greedily al her sister, and 
Dreyer constructs the scene around Leone's viewpoint. 
Still later, the doctor"s being haunted by the father and, be¬ 
coming entrapped in the mill are presented through his 
point-of-view shots. We shall see later how this distribu¬ 
tion of viewpoints fulfills important narrative functions, 
but for present purposes we may note, first, that the repeti¬ 
tion of this pattern helps us grasp the film, as unified; we 
accept the point-of-view editing, like crosscutting, as a 
major constructional principle, and gear our expectations 
accordingly. More important, the point-of-view editing 
situates a single consciousness (usually Gray's) as the prin¬ 
cipal mediation between us and the story events. Restric¬ 
tion to a character's vantage point makes what occurs 
outside that ken somewhat uncertain and ambiguous. Un¬ 
like Jeanne d’Arc, who centers the film causally Gray as 
focal point reinforces the absence of cause, since by re¬ 
maining with him w r e can sec only effects,. Making Gray the 
protagonist makes gray the store 

V'flwjpyr's selection and organisation of store events by 
ellipsis, retardation, and viewpoint can now be seen as 
governed by a basic principle: the disruption of cause- 
effect relations. Yet by a narrative recoil, this disruption is 
eventually overcome in the course of the film. Before we 
can discover how such a recoil operates, though, we need 
to examine perhaps the most brilliant and disturbing as¬ 
pect of the film: its construction of space, 

CONTRADICTORY SPACES 

Early in Vampyr, David Gray pauses to examine a picture 
hanging in his room in tine inn. In close-up, the camera 
moves upward and clockwise across the picture (fig, ]). 
The cam era movement reveals, in turn, several figures 
grouped around a deathbed: two men, one in prayer, the 
other gnashing his teeth; then a weeping woman; then 
a weeping couple; then a priest, arm raised to deliver the 
last rites; then a skeleton rising beside the bed and bran¬ 
dishing a dagger above the dying man- Al this point. Gray 
turns away. 

From what we have examined so far, we can assign 
several functions to this picture. Another of those portents 
of death that fill the first sequence of the film, the picture 
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retards the cardinal actions and fills in the pattern of Gray's 
investigation, We can also see that the picture prefig¬ 
ures those later scenes wherein characters gather around 
Leone's bed to weep and pray for her But what must also 
he noticed i* the picture's function in offering itsell as a 
distinct mode of spatial representation. The moving shot 
traces an effect (the mourners' reactions) easily hack to a 
cause (the dying man). The composition of the picture is 
fixed a priori; the figures are frozen, the tableau space is 
stable. This shot constructs a representational system 
within which spatial relations mutually cohere; not nntv 
much painting but most classical cinematic style relies nn 
this assumption of a. spatially unambiguous event, But 
hem this assumption emerges only tu be attacked, for spa¬ 
tial coherence in precisely what Vfanifryr aims to undermine. 
The film refuses to establish space in the fashion of the 
classical Hollywood cinema: i.e,, unambiguous!y r consis¬ 
tent! Y r and with a clear relation to narrative logit'- What we 
have instead is as profoundly discontinuous a space as in 
/cnpiiw tVArc. In Vampyr, space is fluid, plastic, uncertain; 
its unfolding foils and baffles us; the revelation of space, 
rather than situating us more comfortably, disorients us. 
The picture, then, acknowledges the background against 
which the film's own work must be read; it cites the norm 
which the film strives to violate. While narrative operations 
refract the implicit story, the film's style deforms normal 
u in cm tit cl space?. We? can best understand how this hap¬ 


pens by confronting the arguments of the man who raised 
the integrity of pro-filmic space to the level of an aesthetic 
mandate: Andre Bazin. 

For Bazin, our natural attitude to the world is imme¬ 
diate and is constituted by, among other features, con¬ 
creteness and continuity. An object in our experience has a 
"theieness” that solicits our attention to it as a unique pres¬ 
ence- As such, objects participate in the world; they have 
weight, cast shadows, block one's vision, in short, exist in¬ 
dependently of our personal projects, Moreover, time and 
space situate such entities in a continuum. Time is "a suc¬ 
cession ot concrete instants of life,"’ Space is continuous 
both before us (in depth) and behind us, as well as on either 
side of us. Upon such a phenomenology Bazin builds a 
theory of filmic representation. He suggests that the art¬ 
ist will be able to capture (via the photochemical process 
which parallels the subject's being-in-the-world) the con¬ 
crete continuity of existence. Varripyr controverts this. But, 
as the presence of the picture in the inn suggests, the film 
needs this continuum as a shadowy alternative; it implic¬ 
itly posits concrete continuity as the norm, all the while 
working to dismantle it as a representational system, 

Such dismantling is most apparent from the way 
Varners editing flagrantly disrupts the spatio-temporal 
continuum. Like Jean tre tVArc. V&mp^r depends on a cross¬ 
cutting which perpetually fragments narrative continuity. 
The crosscutting frees up the spatio-temporal relations, 
making the fitin more perceptually opaque. From the very 
start, if juxtaposes space* whose precise relationship has 
not been defined: David Gray's arrival at the inn is inter¬ 
rupted by cutaways it: the old man with the scythe, while 
his wanderings are juxtaposed with repeated shots of the 
crooked angel that surmounts fhe inn. As in Ui Passion 
de featme d’Arc , we are here in neither the seamless, ''su¬ 
tured" space of the classic Hollywood cinema nor in the 
nondtegetic space of, say, the early sections of EisensteiiTs 
October. The old man and the angel emblem are within 
the narrative space but not precisely situated there,, In the 
economy of the plot., these early cutaways function to pre¬ 
sent a duster of atmospheric and prophetic motifs, but in 
the visual structuring of the film, the cutaways rupture 
spatio-temporal coordinates, hi the second part of the film, 
the doctor's bleeding of Gray is intercut with the manser¬ 
vant'* reading of the book Vampyrc. and the sty Listic cun se¬ 
quence is that the labyrinthian space of the chateau is even 
further broken down, To the very r end, the crosscutting of 
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Cray's and Gisele's escape with die doctor's suffocation 
dii.jen not even retrospectively establish spatial relations; it 
S-implv closes the fitm on the graphic parallelism of fog and 
sifting powder. In sum, crosscutting is not only a vehicle 
for the narrative suspensions we have already examined 
but is also a prime factor in sabotaging a sense of conti¬ 
nuity,. for In recognize Vumpyr's- disjunctions we must keep, 
as a paradigmatic substitute, the Ba/inian sp^itm-tempo- 
mi coordinates in the back of our minds- 

Crosscuttuig is only the must apparent way in which 
Vampyr's editing ruptures Bazinian phenomenal continuity; 
for within (supposedly) spatially homogeneous scenes, the 
editing is no less disruptive. When the uld chateau master 
calls on Gray at the inn, the two men are never seen in the 
same frame, and the eyeline cues (Gray looking off left, the 
old man looking straight out at the camera) are angled in 
an unorthodox fashion- when Leone and Giseh* face each 
other, Dreyer jumps to and fro across the axis of action 
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Transgressive shot reverse-shot editing confuses us as to 
who receives the heart-shaped locket from the ehatelain 
(figs. 2-5). Even the pnint-of-view editing we've already 
examined contributes to the destruction of phenomenal 
space, for not only dues the cut split subject from object, 
but the film's habit of mrelv integrating the two into the 
same shot permits us no comfortable vision of the whole 
space, (Here again, Jt'tiwn' d'4rr is echoed-) 

In such ways, editing within the scenes becomes as spa¬ 
tially discontinuous as the crosscutting which juxtaposes 
discrete spaces; again, if we arc to perceive the rupture, we 
must call upon our customary acceptance of classical con¬ 
tinuity. To take only one example, when Gray initially 
appears at the inn, pnini-of-view cutting blocks our un¬ 
derstanding nf the overall spare. Several times, Gray 
watches the man with the scythe, but rtn master shot ever 
establishes the two men Us being in tile same frame, and 
even the sound of the ringing ferry bull is not motivated 
realistically (by, say, decreased volume in shots taken in¬ 
side the inn), Moreover, the shots of the scythe man sitting 
In the boat are taken from the side opposite to that which 
Cray sees, thus breaking the 1SCF rule and creating a fills? 
pnint-of-view pattern. In the light of the disorienting edit¬ 
ing Jl, l v ites, it is ironically appropriate that in the next shot 
Gray discovers on the wall of his room a picture which 
incarnates the stable space that the film already lacks. 

To all of this, Bazin would protest that by its very 7 nature 
editing shatters the continuum of the profilmic event. 
What Bazin opposes to the disjunctiveness of editing are 
techniques which guarantee a faithful rendering of the 
concrete integrity' 1 of the world, He suggests, for example. 
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that deep-focus cinematography, the long lake, and camera 
movement permit the director to record an event in all its 
'TeaT continuity in space and time within the shot, Bazin 
goes still further to claim that the fantastic in film (his ex¬ 
ample is Lc ftoforr mwgc) needs this '’realistic' 1 framework: 
"If the film is to fulfill itself aesthetically we need to believe 
in the reality of what is happening while knowing it to 
be tricked" fs?c]. ] L Yet Vampyr s style continues to challenge 
such a phenomenology. For even within the shot, Vamjjyr 
Continues the editing's task of tacitly assuming concrete¬ 
ness and continuity while at the same time questioning the 
perceptual and aesthetic presuppositions underlying such 
a "natural attitude." But how can this questioning be car¬ 
ried out within the sho t? 

We may begin an answer by noticing how the concrete¬ 
ness which Bazin prizes is nullified by the film's stylistic 
workings, in previous and subsequent films, as we have 
seen, Dreyer used stark decor to abstract an object by 
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the elimination of contingent detail. But previously the tab* 
leau shot had depended on crisp, clear lighting, in Vampyr, 
though, lighting leaves locales or objects ill defined- Most 
outdoor shots are veiled, diffusing the light thickly; often 
the shots are so indistinct that one can barely pick out the 
subject—e.g., Gray crossing a field. Marguerite Chopin 
bending over Leone (fig. 6). Dreyer carries the same prin¬ 
ciple further by interposing semi-opaque surfaces between 
characters and camera. The various windows through which 
Gray peers — the window at the inn's bar, the chateau's 
veined and shuttered parlor windows, the ground-glass 
at the door of the room in which Gisele is imprisoned, 
even the glass plate in Gray's coffin — all have different re¬ 
fractive effects, obscuring the image to various degrees 
7-9). Similarly, the fog which envelopes I he fleeing 
lovers at the end is as textural tv dense as the sifting pow¬ 
der which suffocates the doctor at the mill. 

More profoundly, the lighting of the images questions 
the very solidity of the "actual presence" of the object rep¬ 
resented, invoking Ba^inian assumptions only to negate 
them. For Banin, shadows and reflections must be para¬ 
digmatic signs of the actual, since by means of light they 
testify to the existence of a concrete cause. But in Vntttpifr 
we find shadows and reflections without bodies to cast 
them. The cause-effect assumption, linked to a certain 
"natural attitude" toward light, is thus negated and we are 
put in the presence of a "supemature," wherein objects 
have only the traces of their concrete existence. Indeed, it 
is only a short step to noting that in Bazin's system, cin¬ 
ema as photography ("light-writing") is itself a tracing, a 
shadow, a reflection, and then find, in Drever's use of light- 
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which severs object from effect, .in alternative way of see¬ 
ing cinema: a too] for dismantling the "natural attitude." 

Bazin's assumption of the spatio-temporal continuum 
becomes a subject of still greater stylistic play. For Bason's 
aesthetic, the space within and outside the frame is as¬ 
sumed to be of a piece; hence his critique of montage, 
which is said to fragment the a priori spatial continuum. 
Bazin ignores the possibility that space can be represented 
in cinema as if it had no ''real” origin; that one can con¬ 
struct it, build Lt up through camerawork, mist^cM-setae, 
editing, saund and overall structure. Jeanne if Arc provides 
a classic instance of the construction of one sort of discon¬ 
tinuous space; Vampyr offers another. We may see, tor 
example, in the diffuse and opaque shots already noted, an 
alternative to traditional ways of defining the planes within 
the frame: the suppression of depth cues (c.g.. contour and 
overlap) makes sucli images spatially "illegible" to a con¬ 
siderable extent, indeed, when Drcyer does give us an 
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image with a semblance of depth, it is usually to dislocate 
us further: for instance, the shot of the doctor greeting the 
vampire is framed from an angle that does not permit us to 
discern the doorway on the right side, so that the doctor 
seems to be pulling the old woman straight out of the wall 
(tig. Id). Even more jarring are the jumbled depth cues in 
the shot of Gray after the bleeding: he seems to be ob¬ 
served slightly from above, but the mg and floor behind 
him and his chair slope much more steeply than traditional 
perspective would allow (fig. II). 

Furthermore, the imposition of a regular geometric- pat¬ 
tern "over” the shot often renders the spatial relations sec¬ 
ondary to purely graphic ones: repetition and development 
of the grid pattern (soon in windows and the mill cage) and 
the rectangular pattern (echoed in the recurring doorways 
and culminating in the images of the coffin and the cage) 
build up a structure of graphic motifs which dominate 
the more strictly spatial relations (figs. 12-15). The inn, 
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the doctor's lair, the chateau, and the mill often seem to be 
less independent locales than variants of a core of abstract 
configurations- It is, then, often difficult to map the space 
within the frame along the coordinates of our w r orldj what 


we have is a labyrinth unrolling in accord with an abnor¬ 
mal logic- At this point, Bazin would say that Dreyer has 
succumbed to "expressionism," using lighting and purely 
geometric patterns to divorce the image from reality, 
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When we turn Lo more subtle spatial structuring in 
Vampyr, htuvtv^r, we find a surprise. For the very repre* 
sensational means which, according to Bazin, guarantee 
spatial and temporal continuity, function here lo create 
precisely the opposite. The moving camera, for one thing, 
is supposed to verify the spatial homogeneity of the event 
presentee. Of Renoir’s refraining technique, which "re¬ 
spects'''' the continuity of dramatic space, Bazin notes that 
the film's becomes off screen as well as on 

screen, that the one is indissolubly part of the other, and 
that each exists along a single continuum, mutually con¬ 
sistent ard "real," ('The rest of the scene, while effec¬ 
tively hidden, should not cease to exist.") 12 But in Vampyr, 
Camera movement permits no uniform "reality' r to exist 
off screen. Gone is the stability of the Dreyer tableau. The 
camera edges away from compositional coherence. Varu- 
pyr's camera movements construct space with no regard 
for phenomenal continuity. 

The most glaring—and persuasive—example* are 
those in which Vampyr flatly defies the assumptions of spa¬ 
tial Continuity Off screen. When David Gray enters the doc¬ 
tor's office from frame left, the camera leaves him to pan 
and track right to another door; Gray now comes into the 
frame fn*m the right and exits through the door (figs, 16— 
IS). Almost immediately the .same effect recurs: Gray sees 
the peg- legged soldier's shadow cross the room from the 
right to left but the soldier comes in to join it from frame 
right (figs. 19-21). Again, in the chateau* the camera pans 
right from the nun on the left side of Leone's bed and 
frames the old chalelain coming to the other side; the nun 
reenters the shot almost immediately from off frame right 
(figs, 22 -24), 

The effect is to turn off-screen space into a zone of un¬ 
certain status.: we must ask throughout the film ''VV.fta is 
there?" and "Where is he or she?" Figures leave the frame 
and reenter at unexpected moments; characters spring into 
the shot when vve had no idea that they were even nearby. 
Reluming to his room, Gray shuts the door, and the cam¬ 
era tracks in to the door handle as Gray leaves the frame, 
But his hand immediately reenters to twist the key; we did 
not realize that he was just outside the frame line. Simi¬ 
larly when the camera tracks right to Gisele asking, "Why 
does the doctor come only at night?" the old manservant is 
walking at the same speed as the camera moves but just 
outside the left edge of the frame. (Only his hand gives 
him away, t At one time or another every character shares 
the shadowy off-screen existence made possible by 


Driver's exploitation of the ambiguities of camera move- 
merit. This Is what has been so often sensed: the film's ob¬ 
sessive obliqueness, its refusal to address the "action" 
head-on. If, as we have seen, we cannot firmly trust the 
Space represented within the frame, still less can we feel 
secure about the spatial relations off screen. Such is the 
consequence of Dreyer 1 s strategy of dismantling that stylis¬ 
tic system which presupposes a stable spatio-temporal 
continuum. 

This uncertainty about off-screen space i$ initiated from 
the very star! of the film, in which we find crystallized sev¬ 
eral of Vrtmpyr's characteristic tactics of spatial disorienta¬ 
tion, After the introductory title has named Cowrtempierre 
as the general locale, the opening shot pans slightly with 
Cray as ho ascends from the river and looks upward; cut to 
a shot of the angel figure against the sky and a pan to the 
sign announcing "Hotel." Already Cray's glance, in 
motivating the cut, has Split up the Space in which he and 
the inn are situated- (Compare the classical Hollywood 
practice of beginning on an establishing long shot of a 
building, and letting the character come into the already 
defined space.) These two shots are followed by an even 
more problematic one: Gray is knocking at the inn's bar¬ 
room door, hut the camera is now >nside the inn and tracking 
toward him. Not only does this shot announce the cam¬ 
era's refusal to remain unequivocally inside or outside a 
defined space, but it also initiates the pattern of seeing 
Gray framed—in doorways and windows, on staircases, 
ins:de coffins. 

As Gray turns to the right, we get what we would have 
expected sooner: a shot of the inn's exterior. But far from 
stabilizing space, the shut warps it. Si nee Gray has turned 
his head, we expect that the next shot's panning move¬ 
ment across the roof represents his point of view. But the 
shot reveals nothing. The camera simply tills down to a 
lighted window fust as Gray enters, the frame (no longer 
his "point of view") from the right. He knocks at the win- 
dim; and the light goes out Off-screen space (here that 
behind the set) is thus marked as a site of the absent cause- 
We suddenly hear a voice: "Who's there?" We judge it to 
be from the window we see, but we are wrong. Gray steps 
back and looks up. Cut back to the roof, over which the cam¬ 
era had cursorily panned, to reveal a sort of trapdoor- 
window, now open, a woman's head poking out, She ges¬ 
tures right, calls, "Go around the other wav" and shuts 
the window. In these two shots, the camera reveals its ca¬ 
pacity for duplicity; it will not always supply causes for 
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effect (the camera will not go inside to reveaL why the 
Light went Out} nor will it remain subservient to the narra¬ 
tive dominant (the appearance of the woman). 

Shot seven echoes shot five, for now we sec Gray arriv¬ 
ing before another door of the inn, but again from thi? jjj- 
sj'de. By jumping back and forth from outside to inside, the 
film blocks our attempts to map either the inn's exterior 
geography (where is the "other way" Gray must take?) or 
the internal layout (how does the woman get down to the 
doorway?}- Unlike the stable space of the picture in Gray's 
room, cinema tie space has fluid boundaries that can not 
only organize what is within the frame hot also imply— 
sometimes deceptively — what lies outside. 

If the camera neuer followed the narrative dominant, it 
would be easier for us to adjust. But the camera frustrate 
iugly adheres to the story often enough for us to recognize 
when it strays off on its own, in the segment introducing 
the doctor's lair, for example, we have already seen how 
the plot obfuscates cause-effect linkages in the story by ex¬ 
panding retarding elements and organizing most of the 
segment around Gray's investigation. We can now See 
how the camera movement aids in delaying and discon¬ 
necting story sequence. No fewer than five times the cam¬ 
era moves aivay from a figure and glides off on its own, 
dwelling on "atmospheric" elements and giving short 
shrift to the cardinal story point. At one moment the cam¬ 
era pans away from the peg-legged soldier, following only 
his shadow, before revealing him talking to Marguerite 
Chopin. At another point, the camera drifts away from 
Gray to track along a wall of dancing shadows before 
briefly glimpsing Chopin again. In another shot, when 
Gray emerges from a trapdoor, the camera coasts diagon¬ 
ally away from him across a coffin to a Oocfewr (in Midiciti 
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sign before swiveling back to reveal Gray already in the 
recesses of a corridor (figs. 25—27). Instead of centering on 
the dominant characters the camera frequently moves away 
from them, disturbing our ability to grasp narrative logic. 

Or-consider a later svquentxj in the film. When the face 
of the old chafe lain flashes upon the window, the doctor 
and his peg-Legged soldier-assistant flee to the hall. The 
soldier races off to the right, the camera panning with him, 
as he struggles to open a door (fig. 28} . The camera pans 
away from him to the left to catch the doctor rushing into 
another room and slamming the door behind him (fig. 2y). 
Lights and shadows hurst upon the doorpane (fig. 30). The 
soldier Comes into the frame from the right and frantically 
tries to open this door. There is a cut back to the flashing 
face. The next shot resumes showing the soldier's attempt 
to enter the room where the doctor is hiding- fie fails and 
SO rushes back out frame right (fig, 31), but the camera 
doesn't follow him; instead it fastens its attention upon the 
door as flashing lights slide across it. We might assume 
now that the soldier has left the building. Abruptly a caw¬ 
ing sound is heard as the doctor opens the door and races 
out into the corridor, the camera panning right to follow 
him (fig, 32), The camera tracks in as the doctor opens the 
door which the soldier could not (fig. 33). A clatter is heard 
from off screen, the doctor dashes out of the frame left, and 
a scream is heard, There is a whip pan right, revealing a 
staircase, the soldier lying upside down upon it, dead (fig. 
34). Useless to ask what caused the soldier's death, or what 
occurred in the first room the doctor entered, In playing 
hide-and-seek with the story, the camera refuses to trace 
out the causal skein, to chronicle story time, or to map out 
Story space. 
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The significance of such camerawork is considerable. 
Classical Hollywood cinema has encouraged us to see the 
camera as motivated by the cause-effect chain of the story. 
There, tor example, a character's change in position must 
either bo clearly shown or '"cheated'' via editing or sound; 


if a character leaves a room, we must see oihear him or her 
leave- We assume that the camera will almost invariably 
show the story's dramatic dominant. But in Vnmpyr the 
moving camera attends only intermittently to the story. 
The camera is thus made an independent factor in the film; 
narrative time and space are no longer glued to camera 
time and space. Out of the causal logic of the narrative, the 
camera confines itself to registering only certain effects— 
panic,, shaduwsr or death. Story time is deliberately 
stretched, retarded; the camera reveals events at its chosen 
rate. And out of the story space, the frame carves its own 
"plot," sometimes far removed from the dramatic domi¬ 
nant, if Vampyr can be considered a major film, it is because 
of Dreyer's understanding that the camera need not be 
subservient to narrative causality, that the film may fore¬ 
ground the active role of the camera in constituting and 
questioning cinematic space. L1, If, again, someone protests 
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that such stylistic problems art 1 ingredient to the horror 
genre r Dmcttla is there hi show that the classical horror film 
is n'}iresentalk>na 3Jy coherent. Ebowning's film nevej mis¬ 
leads us about narrative space; in fact, many of D mail a 's 


most important scenes—e.g., von Helping's discovery that 
Draco la casts no reflection in a mirror—depend upon a 
consistent stenographic space. 

Perhaps the most striking moment ot Miwapyr's camera 
activity occurs when Leone is brought into the chateau 
after Chopin's attack upon hen Given that Dreyer used an 
actual building for shooting, the complexity of the shot's 
spatial dislocation, temporal ambiguity and deflection of 
spectator attention is all the more remarkable. 

Fry. 35- Thy shot begins with a view of the double win - 
dows of the chateau hallway. Outside the nurse 
and the manservant are dimly visible bearing 
Leone's body A servant flits Into the frame from 
the right and. the camera tracks semicircularly 
leftward with her. 

Fig. Its: Continuing its leftward circuit,, the camera follows 
the servant as she opens the French doors and be- 


Copy righted material 


MMnrJt 3Q7 


gins to enter. The camera leaves the servant and 
continues io move leftward, passing more win¬ 
dows and a pillar before framing a double door. 

Fig. 37: The double door, emphasized by the cessation of 
Hie semicircular movement, is kept center frame 
while the camera now tracks back from it- Such em¬ 
phasis generates the expectation that someone 
—probably those bearing Leone—will come 
through it. Bat such is not the case. 

Fig. 38: Whereas figures 35-37 have integrated lateral 
off-screen space into the visual ''plot,'" figures 
33-39 now pull in the space behind the camera as 
well. As the track backward continues, the old 
servant woman bustles in frame left (from where 
we do not know), comes down the corridor a 
short distance, and moves a chair away from the 
right wall Now the nurse and the old manservant 
enter frame right and, with the old woman, cany 
Leone's body down the hall. The cumulative dis¬ 
orientation flows from several deflected expecta¬ 
tions. At first, we might expect that the camera 
will stay with the servant girl, but it instead shifts 
our attention to what turns out to bean irrelevant 
door. 

Fig. 33: The camera continues its backward tracking 
through an adjoining room, still keeping the 
group centered, usually framed in successive 
doorways. 

Fig. 40: Drawing back through a doorway the camera 
pans away from the group to reveal Gray and 
Gisele on the staircase, watching. We did not 
know for certain that they were in the chateau, let 
alone on the stair. Again, they were part of that 
global space behind the camera, but when or how 
they got there is uncertain. 

fig. 41; After the servants carry Leone upstairs and out 
frame left. Gisele follows. Gray hesitates and 
thtfn gcw'H down the KtnLr. the* CEimura panning 
right to follow him as he goes back into the room 
ard casually shuts the door on us. Since figure 37. 
thut corridor has been the principal means of our 
grasping the story space, and now our vision is 
brusquely curtailed; after no fewer than five 
gl-mpses of and through doorways, the shot ends 
uf>on a door as blankly uncommunicative as the 
pair winch seemed so important earlier. 


According to Bazin, the long take and the moving cam¬ 
era stabilize space. But in this shot, as in the others I've 
discussed,, the camera conceals areas and characters' 
whereabouts. Writing of Eisenstein's editing inJTwj the Ter¬ 
rible, Noel Burch astutely observes that the editing literally 
Constructs the space: "We on longer have any sense of a 
surrounding space endowed with independent existence 
from which a sequence of shots has somehow been ex¬ 
cerpted. Rather . . . w r e see a setting that is the sum total of 
all the perspectives of it embodied in the successive 
shuts." 14 Vampifr demonstrates that this same obliteration 
of pnofilmic space can occur in the phases of a single shot; 
Out of a real building the camera movement has carved a 
perplexing space. The camera can no Eonger be trusted; it 
will suppress information, swerve away from the story 7 ac¬ 
tion, and at times lead us astray. What more forceful way to 
undercut the Basamara "natural attitude" than to use his 
privileged techniques to obliterate the very profilmic event 
which those techniques claim to represent? 

It is, finally, in the light of such camerawork that we 
may explain fhc disturbing effect of that celebrated episode 
in Gray's dream wherein Gray's double, in the coffin, 
watches, frozen, his own funeral- Fur the corpse's eye view 
in this sequence bares the device not only of Gray's point 
of view but also of the film's very act of constructing space. 
Through the window of the coffin we (and Gray) see the 
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soldier glancing down at us, tSn_-ii a tool fastening the coffin 
Eid down, and then—abruptly—the face of Marguerite 
Chopin appears and peers down at us [fig. 42). Just as 
throughout the film we have not been able to determine 
confidently who is present outside the frame r we have had 
no idea that Chopin was even in the room. The small win¬ 
dow of the coffin, the frame for Gray's vision, decisively 
demonstrates the limitations of Bazin's "window on the 
world." One can see in this sequence a negation of classi¬ 
cs] representation itself. Though he errs in description, 
Barthes makes a fruitful suggestion in Lius regard: 

in the theatre, its the cinema, its traditional literature, 
things are always seen from somewhere. Here zw Iihtf 
ihe geometrical foundation of representation: a fetishist 
subject is required to cut out the tableau, . . . In order for 
representation fo be really bereft of origin and exceed its 
geometrical nature without ceasing to be representation, 
the price that must be paid is enormous-no less than 
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death, In Dreyer’s Vampyr, ns a friend jwairfs out., the 
CBrrrfrtf mums from house to Cemetery recording what the 
dead man sees: inefr is (he extreme limit at which repre¬ 
sentation is outplayed; the spectator can no longer take up 
any position, for fie cannot identify his eye with the closed 
eyes of the dead man; the tableau has no point of depar¬ 
ture, rre support, it gapes open. ' ■ 

Though Gray's eyes are in fact open [accentuating the role 
of witness which he has played throughout), Barthes's 
parados is not lost:. the seeing bill dead subject is the con¬ 
tradictory limit of that representational system, which 
stabilizes space around the pivot point of the observer. 
And it is precisely that stability which Dreyer seeks to 
undermine. 

If It is through specific devices of editing and camera¬ 
work that Vampyr invokes and subverts the phenomenal 
continuum of traditional cinematic representation, we can 
find a brief segment which welt illustrates the cumula- 
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Live force of till these means working together. About two- 
thirds of the way through the film. Gray has allowed the 
doctor to bleed him and has been taken into an adjacent 
room to rest. The manservant awakens him: "Some¬ 
thing terrible is happening!" The men look off left (fig. 43). 
There follows a close-up of the top of Leone's head; the 
camera then pans right to the poison bottle (fig. 44). Her 
hand comes in from the left, clutches the bottle, and carries 
it back (pan left), out of the frame (presumably to her mouth, 
but as in the doorway shot, the camera puts the chief 
dramatic action off screen; we cannot know if or when she 
will take the poison). Moreover the cut from the two 
men's glances may seem to imply they are watching her 
but—given the geography articulated in earlier shots—-the 
cut creates a spatial mismatch. The nest shot continues to 
disintegrate space. In a medium long shot, the doctor 
saunters into the bedroom, from the main entrance, looks 
off to the right, and calmly moves left towards Leone's bed 
(fig. 45), A moment later Cray bursts in from frame right 
(fig. 46). But the framing of the shot conceals the reasons 
for Gray's delay and his position prior to the doctor's en¬ 
trance (especially since the room in which Cray was sleep¬ 
ing would be off frame fifth The camera pans with Cray as 
he darts to the bed, seizes the poison from Leone, and 
wipes her lips, Abruptly the camera pans right to reveal 
the open doorway as the servant trudges in from off right: 
during the moment Gray went to Leone's bed, the doctor 
escaped. When the camera does adhere to the principal 
story movement (will Leone be saved?) it misses another 
significant action. 

Thus the unified space of the deathbed picture which 
hung in Cray's room finds its opposite in the fragmenta¬ 
tion of this* deathbed sequence. In the picture, the mourn¬ 
ers, the priest, even Death and the sufferer inhabit a 
closed, centripetal continuum which the camera confi¬ 
dently traverses. But Leone, the doctor. Gray, and the 
manservant move* through ambiguous, open /ones- The 
modernity of the film's strategy becomes apparent when 
one recalls how that picture in Gray's room is echoed thirty 
years later in the poLntlesslv precise maps which decorate 
the spa in L'Amite dermire A Marienbad and which are con¬ 
tradicted by a style of editing and camerawork that de¬ 
stroys the representation of phenomenal space and time. 
In those shots which show a character in one locale and in 
one costume and which track away to reveal the same 


character elsewhere and dressed differently, Resnais pur¬ 
sues that line of inquiry opened by Varnpyr, 

Thy deathbed sequence, by no means exceptional in the 
film, does concisely illustrate how Vflrffpyr uses crosscut¬ 
ting, point-of-view editing, figure placement, Lighting, and 
treacherously unpredictable camera movement to con¬ 
struct a space which disorients us with respect to the narra¬ 
tive. As in fetttme d'Arc , the continuity prized by classical 
Hollywood cinema is cracked open by a formal system 
which operates by a principle of contradiction. 

NARRATIVE RECOIL 

Vampyr's difficultness, then, stems from a strategy of sup¬ 
pressing causal events in the story and constructing a 
Spatio-temporal field which deviates from that of the story 
events. If this were all, though. Vampyr would be a much 
more unwatchabie film than it is. The fact that it is not 
completely impenetrable, that: we can grasp It to some de¬ 
gree, suggests that we need to balance our earlier efforts 
and consider how the film's difficulties are countered by 
structures of intelligibility Mot that the film's overall 
economy of forces erases the disturbing effeets of the de¬ 
vices already discussed. Instead, like feamte d'Arc,. Vampyr 
harnesses its disjunctions, organizing them in a certain 
way. Most generally, this consists of constructing narrative 
patterns m the plot itself which postpone our questions 
about the relationship of plot to story. The intelligibility of 
the film stems from coherent plot structures- which seek to 
override the troubling aspects. This is the film's recoil, its 
effort to organize its own disruptions. 

Abstractly considered, the plot presents the struggle 
between two forces for thy possession of an object. The 
object is the young woman Leone. On the one side is the 
vampire. Marguerite Chopin, who desires Leone's death; 
on the other side is Leone's father, who desires that she 
live. Each side is supplemented by a cluster of atmospheric 
indices, objects, and locales. Chopin's power is associated 
with night, shadow's, skulls, poison bottles; she holds 
sway over the decrepit wgrehouse. The father's power is 
associated with light and day, with candles and the book 
Vxmpyre; his milieu is the chateau. The struggle between 
the father and Chopin is determined by the opposition 
Ufeidcath . The film offers a series of variants upon the 
paradoxical theme of "Death in Life-'Life in Death": the liv¬ 
ing live (e,g., Gisblyand Gray); ffii? living if re (the father, the 
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coachman, the doctor); moreover, the dead live (Chopin ini¬ 
tially and the tat her, as a spectre at the end); and the dead 
die (Chopin at the end). Chopin, posited as dead, is actu¬ 
ally living;, and must tie ''brought back to death." In con¬ 
trast, the father is killed, but is brought back to life. Espe¬ 
cially important is the way in which even two definitely 
"living" characters are pulled into this zone of uncertainty. 
Leone, though alive, is throughout the film on the brink of 
death. And after Cl ray's bloodletting, he splits into three 
bodies and, when one is encased in a coffin, he is simul¬ 
taneously frozen in death and fully sentient. Indeed, the 
somnambulistic rhythm of gesture and walk of every 
character implies a trancelike state halfway between the liv¬ 
ing and the dead. 

Apart from the symmetrical oppositions and parallels, 
the father and Chopin share one feature: both operate by 
means of the absent cause. For the bulk of the film, as we 
would expect, Chopin is seen as the dominant center of 
such an absence; virtually all the enigmas mentioned above 
are associated with her powers. It is significant, however, 
that the father is introduced as having similar powers: he is 
able to divine Cray's presence and to enter locked rooms. 
Af the end of the film, moreover, the father returns from 
the dead as a spectre. What we have, then, is a struggle 
between two forces—the death-principle and the life- 
principle —both of which arc seen as inexplicable, rooted in 
tfie absence of cause. 

These two forces, each seeking to possess Leone, never 
meet directly; it is their intermediaries who clash, Chopin 
operates through the doctor and the peg-legged soldier, 
while the father is served by David Gray, the chateau ser¬ 
vant, and his daughter Gisele. (As we shall see, the first 
section of the film is occupied with establishing these in¬ 
termediaries as such by reiterated exchanges.) As the ob¬ 
ject desired, Leone remains a victim throughout, but at 
certain points her function is also "distributed" to Gisele 
and Gray. The equivalences of the two sisters are care¬ 
fully established: a title introduces them as a pair 
("Here . . . live the two daughters"): and the father visits 
each of them in turn. Near the end of the film, moreover, 
when the doctor has failed to subdue Leone, he captures 
Gisele in her place, and now each daughter is seen in bed 
as at the beginning (but now Gisele is a prisoner lashed to a 
bedstead). Finally, the lifting of the curse from Leone is 
paralleled by Gray's rescue of Gisele from the doctor's lair. 
Gray is also briefly equated with Leone, and this more 


gradual shift is, as we shall see below, crucial to much of 
his function in the plot. 

Vflfffpyr's plot, then, generates specific patterns of ac¬ 
tion, one being the careful symmetries of opposed fumes, 
Another such pattern is a progression toward confront¬ 
ing the state of death. At the start of the film, twilight is 
falling and Gray encounters a series of death portents. 
Later Gray witnesses a death (the cha tela in's), witnesses a 
bleeding and slow dying (Leone's), and is himself bled. 
Neel, in a dream vision, he sees himself dead, then sees 
death "through a corpse's eyes." He is taken to be buried; 
recovered from his vision, he witnesses one interment 
(Chopin's). At the end, we witness another burial (the doc¬ 
tor's death in the mill). Only after the film has, so to speak, 
lived through the state of death does the sun rise to dispell 
the gloom. Thus the plot submits Gray (and the viewer) to 
the trajectory of pre*ionition.'dying''death.'burial. But run¬ 
ning alongside these? actions is a series of commentaries, an 
authoritative intelligence linking the actions and guiding 
our understanding. 

We can see the film as falling into three parts. Part one 
consists of Gray s investigation of the inn, the father's visit 
to his room, Gray's investigation of the doctor's lair, and 
the murder of the father. Part two consists of Marguerite 
Chopin's attack on Leone, Leone's greedy contemplation 
of Gisele, the return of the dead coachman, the doctor's 
bleeding of Gray, and the attempt to poison Leone, Part 
three is comprised of the first dream. Gray's thwarting of 
the poisoning, the second dream, the slaking of Chopin, 
the death of the peg-legged soldier, the rescue of Gisele by 
Cray, and the death of the doctor in the mill. Why these 
divisions? Although there are not always dear-cut spatial 
units, we can find at least one temporal justification and 
two causal ones. First, three stages dominate the chain of 
actions, by the end of the first pari all the major characters 
have been introduced, the initial conflict has been estab¬ 
lished, and the dominant project (saving Leone from 
poison) has been presented; the second part traces the at¬ 
tack on Leone until it reaches its highest pitch, culminating 
in the prepared poisoning; the third part reverses the con¬ 
flict and resolves the action with the deaths of Chopin, the 
soldier, and the doctor. More important, however, this 
conventional (ffcejgwge of the action is reinforced by two 
idiosyncratic strategies, For one thing, each part has its 
characteristic motif: in part one, the motif is that of giving 
an object in exchange for loyalty; in part two, it is that of Meed- 
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ing; in. part three, it is burial These motifs tend to duster, to 
accrete In each segment and not to recur in other segments. 
This parti aon ls further dictated by insertions or embed¬ 
dings within the film. Part one is characterized by the pres¬ 
ence of explanatory intertitles outside the narrative; in part 
two these materials have vanished, to be replaced by the 
more realistically motivated inserts, of passages from the 
book Visrrrpyrc; in part three w« find neither titles nor texts, 
but instead embedded dreams, which play a rote similar to 
that of the other inserted materials. As we traverse these 
three parts, vre shall trace the multiple roles of Gray as 
explorer and ex pis tor, reader of the prophetic Word and 
dreamer who becomes prophet 

Part One 

Gray's arrival at the inn initiates several significant events, 
but even before he walks into the film, the first of four in- 
tcrtitles has already appeared. We need to notice how odd 
it is that a sound film uses such explanatory inserts. They 
function as a major set of formal devices in this section of 
Vampyr, How do the titles relate to the plot action? Here is a 
schematic outline. 

TITLE 1: There exist certain beings tekase lives seem tied % 
iMt?fsrft/e hands to the supernatural. They love Att¬ 
itude ■ - - They dream . . . Their imagination is tfe- 
Whped k> such a point that their cisibri reaches fur¬ 
ther than docs that of most other men. David Cray's 
mrsmahiy itras thus mysterious . , . One night, 
tun'd ers usual tty fantasy toti<ard the i«rjkno«?jr, he 
arrived wry late at the inn zvhfch is try the rhvr m 
the village of Courtempierre. 

Gray enters the inn, goes to his room, starts to investigate 
the inn, and returns to his room. 

TITLE 2; a ii'.i.'jdrnio night! Everything seemed unreal, 

unusual, fantastic-what a strange iwten-Dcraid 
G ray has retired, but an atmosphere laden with mys¬ 
tery keeps him meake- 

Gray is awakened and visited by the old chatelain, who 
[eaves the small parcel. 

TITLE 3: Is this a phantom? Is it a dream? Would si not be 
instead some poor creature seeking fas help)? 

Gray leaves the inn and is led by a sprite to the doctor’s 
lair. There he sees the shadows, Chopin, and the doctor. 
After Gray leaves, Chopin gives the doctor a bottle of poi> 
sun for Leone Gray sees two more sprites. 


TITLE 4: David Cray follows the mysterious shadows toho lead 
him to a e/i'drjwg-retore among the tret? stands a 
lonely chateau —here, far (runs the world, live the 
daughters of the unknown man ir-how desperate ap¬ 
peal reached David Gray. 

The old chatelain looks in on his daughters, Gray arrives at 
the chateau,, witnesses the murder of die chatelain, and 
summons help. The chatelain dies. 

What do these intertitles do? Chronologically, they seg¬ 
ment the entire first part, sandwiching each sequence of 
actions. Temporally, they cover ellipses in story duration. 
Logically they mark the organization of the plot, fore¬ 
grounding the protagonist ("David Gray") and the dom¬ 
inant action sequence (the plight of the old chatelain and 
his daughters). Psychologically, they supplant the entire 
mental apparatus of the classical cinema; the recounting 
of events prior to the narrative's opening and the charac¬ 
ters' psychological motivation are absorbed by the interti¬ 
tles. (Gray as seen is a psychic tabula rasa.) 

Must striking, though, is the prophetic power of the 
titles; they predict what we will see next, The titles con¬ 
stitute an independent voice which controls the film’s unrol¬ 
ling. This voice can pronounce general statements, articu¬ 
late the emotions of the protagonist, guide our perception 
of the film's action, reiterate primary plot sequences (e.g-, 
title 4 reminds us of the old chaletem's function), trans¬ 
fer point of v ievv (e ■ g ■, the shift to t he eha tclain aftertitle 4), and 
predict subsequent action. In short, we have the characteristic 
omniscient voice of Drey pit's films, an external commentary of 
great authority. We cannot disbelieve what the voice says 
about Gray’s past, about his sleep, about the chatelain; we 
cannot suspect that the voice will not be cor firmed by the 
subsequent action, Vampjyr accepts this voice as the ultimate 
Somov of meaning, beyond question or reproof- For this rea¬ 
son.. the intertitles become of greed importance, for such is their 
authority that the action becomes an illustration or corrobora¬ 
tion, id l>w LiL3>_• , rather than via- versa. Furthermore, in the 
first part, it is ibis unexplained but authoritative voice which at 
the level of plot counters the absence of causes at the level of 
Story, it helps make the film intelligible by providing/rorrr the 
j xitset a power which has tile capacity to transcend the dis¬ 
parities of this diegetie world. In tEie film's first section, this 
capacity is only implied; but Later we find the voice inhabiting 
first a text and then a body, both of which master the absent 
cause. 
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Wedged between these titles, the scenes of part one op¬ 
erate to develop specific narrative functions and opposi¬ 
tions. Consider, for example, Gray's arrival at the inn in 
the first scene This might appear a somewhat uneconomi¬ 
cal segment, since neither the inn nor the servant nor the 
man with the scythe reappears directly in the later action. 
[Compare the way Drteuto saturates a similar opening with 
characters who vociferously establish the forthcoming in¬ 
trigue.) Yet wc have also already seen the crucial role of the 
first scene in marking out the uncertain spatial coordinates 
of the film and in presenting motifs which both retard the 
dominant story action ("Cray takes a room at the inn as 
night falls") and prophesy subsequent imagery (e,g,, the 
Servant with the candle foreshadowing the servants in the 
chateau, the picture prefiguring Leone's deathbed, or the 
skeleton which we shall later see as Marguerite Chopin). 
The first sequence is a microcosm of the images and ges¬ 
tures upon which the film will expand: Gray drifts, eyes 
bulging, through a landscape initially defined as that of 
death, 

If this first scene, fulfilling the prediction sketched in. 
the first title, delineates the environment and the prolap 
onist of the ensuing film, and second scene begins to es¬ 
tablish the system, of parallel narrative roles occupied by 
the characters. Gray has entered his room, glanced around 
it, peered out of the window, pulled down the shade, left 
his room, reentered the room, and twisted the key in the 
lock. Now, awakened, be is confronted with a series 
of actions which curiously mimic his own: the key turns 
m the lock, the old chatelain enters, slowly surveys the 
room, goes to the window, raises the shade, and comes 
to the bed. After leaving the package, the chatelain, 
departs, turning the key to relock the door- This series 
of actions (entcring-looking-lowering 1 raising the shade- 
leaving) roughly parallels the two characters; in the over¬ 
all economy of the narrative, it marks the chatelain's 
importance. 

The parallel actions also permit us to measure differ¬ 
ences between the men. Gray i$ the passive witness, 
sharply separated from what he sees by framings which 
keep him apart from the chatelain. The chatelain, on the 
other hand, acts- Pointing to the sky, he stops short, then 
comes to Gray, looks almost directly at the camera, and 
says; "She mustn't die . . , do you hear?" This Is the 
father's interdiction, the purpose of the plot being not to 
violate it. In this death-laden atmosphere Gray is enlisted 


in the project of saving "her" (Leone) from death, As if to 
pledge Gray's support, the chatelain leaves a parcel for 
him., writing upon it: JJ To be opened after my death." 
Needless to say, this parcel must be opened [Vampyr is not 
So unconventional as to keep it wrapped); in order for It to 
be opened, the old man must die. Thus his primary roles 
are charted out; the father exists to pronounce the inviola¬ 
ble commandment to confirm support by giving, and Id 
die. The narrative affinity established between the cha.be- 
lain and Gray is thus made a bargain. 

The parcel requires some additional commentary. The 
first of the three loyally-assuring gifts which rule the sec¬ 
ond, third, and fourth scenes, the parcel is literally marked, 
as a source of significance. The chatelain's handwriting, 
the first written sentence we see in the action proper, links 
his paternal authority to that of the sourceless titles. Fur¬ 
thermore, the parcel contains Vtmtjtyre, the book selected to 
guide Gray, and the object through which the father's 
death wilt guarantee his daughter's life, the text through 
which the dead father will "speak,” as if by supernatural 
ventriloquism. Thus the parcel is at once deed and testa¬ 
ment, the father's inscription of the promise of his own 
death but also the means by which his interdiction will 
persist beyond the grave. This text will turn out to be the 
revealed word, the means of mastering the absent cause* 
After the third intertille, describing the uncertainty 
that leads him to heed the eat! for help. Gray follows the 
shadow along the river to the doctor's lair, The scene estab¬ 
lishes Marguerite Chopin as the principal antagonist by 
means of Gray's investigation: he follows the peg-legged 
shadow and sees Chopin; leaving Gray, the camera glides 
across dancing silhouettes to Chopin, who orders them 
to stop: Gray watches the soldier rise and cross to Chopin. 
As if tracing the capillaries of a web to the spider at its cen¬ 
ter, Gray and the camera move again and again from the 
fringes of this world to strek the core, an origin for these 
causeless effects, the vampire herself, 

Marguerite Chopin's control is further asserted in the 
second loyalty pact in the film, when she gives the doctor 
a bottle of poison. The gesture points- both forward and 
backward. The camera movements [a leftward pan shot 
moving from the vampire's hand carrying the bottle and 
extending it to the doctor, and. a close-up which again 
moves down a shelf of bottles to the doctor's hand put¬ 
ting down the poison) anticipate Gray's first dream and 
Leone's suicide attempt. At the same time, the doctor's 


opy righted material 
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accepting of the poison parallels Gray's receipt of the par¬ 
cel, pairing them off as. intermediaries for the principal 
antagonists. 

In the final scene of part one, the primary project of the 
narrative is at last identified. The nondiegetic voice of the 
titles identifies the chateau as belonging to Gray's visitor. 
Again, as an illustration of the titles, we see the chatcl&in 
look in on Giseic and Leone. The $pace of Leone's room is 
as warped as that of the doctor's lair: when the father looks 
in on Gisele, the camera simply pans left from him tu her 
sleeping and then back right to him, but when he looks in 
on Leone, the camera traverses an impossible geography 
by moving from the nun to the father entering and going to 
the bed, followed by the min coming in from the right (as 
Gray and the soldier had in the doctor's lair). Chopin's 
power is revealed by Leone's delirious sobbing ("'The 
blood! The blood!") and the father's order to await the 
doctor's arrival (the latter firmly cementing the previous 
scene to this and foreshadowing later scenes). As Cray ap¬ 
proaches ‘he chateau, the father prepares to retire. Gray, 
now tn his role as witness, sees the shadow ut the soldier 
inverted on the ceding (the soldier himself will die inverted 
on the doctor's stair).. The ch a tela In is shot and slumps to 
the floor, clutching the doorknob, 

Part I does not end, however, with Gray's entry'' into 
the chateau. Not until the chatelaln gives away the heart- 
shaped locket i.s the last exchange completed. Gray and 
Gisele, recipients of book and heart, are enlisted in. opposi¬ 
tion to Chopin and thy doctor, With this scene's end, the 
terms of the father's inscription are met; he is dead, and 
the parcel may be opened. Thus the extradiegetic voice of 
the titles is replaced by the embedded dicgetic voice of the 
book entitled, provocatively, Vampyre. 

Part Two 

As the intertitles headnote each section of part one, bo 
photographed passages from the book Vumfntre mark off 
phases of part two. And even more strongly than in part 
one, the first five excerpts of written material anticipate the 
images which follow, so that images form a running verifi¬ 
cation and fulfillment of the text, 

■Rissole L The book defines vampires, links them to Sa¬ 
tan, and explains that they rise at night to prey 
upon the living. 

IMAGES: [.cone is missing. 


Passage 2: 
IMAGES; 

Passage i: 


IMAGES; 
Passage 4; 

IMAGES: 


The book describes how vampires bite the vic¬ 
tim's neck to suck blood. 

Leone is bitten by Chopin, then rescued by 
Giselle and Gray. 

The book tells of how the vampire's blond-lust 
is contagiously transferred to the victim, and 
how she may seek to kill others, 

Leone studies Gisele, preparing to attack her. 

The book describes how s vampire once took a 
village doctor as her accomplice. 

The doctor arrive*, examines Leone, and bleeds 
Gray. 


Passage Si The book describes how a victim is driven to 
suicide and thus loins the vampire among the 
damned. 

IMAGES: The doctor ptepa res to ind uce Leone's suicide. 

Subsequent, longer passages explain events prior to the 
opening of the film (naming Chopin and tracing a plague 
to her), and even more powerfully determine later actions 
by explaining to the reader in the film (and tine audience) 
how the vampire must be eliminated. 


By the end of part two, then, the contagion has been, 
assigned a history and a name, At this point, reference to 
the book Vampyre ends, since it has fulfilled its role as the 
second of those authoritative voices which interrupt, gloss, 
and predict the film's action. Moreover, it is significant that 
the book is given the title Vampyre, the plural of the title of 
the film, The book situates itself in an authoritative role 
similar to that of the voice of the intertitles. As we have 
seen in other Dieyer films, the action here is interpreted by 
a text which ensures its coherence; as the transcript of 
Jeanne d'Arc's words corroborates the unity of the film, so 
the film "Vampire" embeds within itself a confirmatory text 
which situates the narrative with respect in '‘‘’vampires" as 
a Category. The book Cannot err. 

Part one is echoed in another way irt part two. In the 
former, the act of giving'receiving as a pledge of loyalty 
stood out against the background of the constant en¬ 
trance-exit motifs, In part two, against the background of 
the constant reading of the text, what stands out is an 
act already announced in Leone’s nocturnal cry of "The 
blood!"—the act of bleeding. No sooner lias Gray begun to 
read Vampyre than Gisele secs Leone outside, walking as 
if in a trance. As they run out. Marguerite Chopin bends 
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Over Leone. When she is taken Inside, the contagious 
blood-thirst reemergea when Leone scrutinizes Gisele. La¬ 
ter, tv hen the coach returns, the dead coachman flumps 
over and r as Gray and the servant stare, drops of his blood 
spatter to the ground. The bleeding motif reappears, when 
the doctor arrives- at the chateau and demands that Cray 
save Leone by giving hus blood. Confirming the book's 
assertions, the vampire's deatli drive is established as a 
draining of blood, the life that the father's forces seek to 
preserve. 

The doctor's bloodletting also marks the changing func¬ 
tion of Gray. The opening of the book Vampyre generates 
a new narrative role: the reader-learner. This role is first 
filled by Gray, who reads passages 1—5 and becomes our 
chief channel for the flow of the authoritative voice. But 
when the doctor proposes a bloodletting. Gray takes on 
the role of Leone-surrogate, (This has been prepared ear¬ 
lier when the pointed-view cutting reserved for Gray is 
transferred to Leone.) Explicitly, the doctor claims that 
bleeding Gray will save Leone; implicitly, Gray submits to 
the doctor as Leone lias submitted to Marguerite Chopin. 
This symbolic transfer introduces Gray to Leone's state: 
dying. In part three,, we shall *w the logical consequence, 
wherein Gray undergoes the state of death and burial. 
Here, his acceptance of the bloodletting grants him the vi¬ 
sion which constitutes his first dream. The manservant has 
taken over the role of reader-learner (he reads passages 
6-8, learns the identity of the vampire, and will succeed in 
staking her in her grave and in killing the doctor}, but this 
does not vitiate Gray's new function, Gray's willingness to 
undergo the experience of dying permits him to fulfill the 
father's second inscription on the book: "Only you can free 
us from our affliction." 


Part Three 

The enigma has been solved: the servant has Learned that 
Marguerite Chopin is the vampire. The book is put aside, 
its purpose achieved. But the doctor has left the bottle 
of poison within Leone's reach. The servant, seeing him 
strolling on the upper Landing, runs to get Gray. Gray, 
however, is in the throes of delirium- His dream an¬ 
nounces the final replacement of the authoritative voice: 
progressively naturalized and internalized, the voice 
passes from the cxtradiegetic intertitles to the diegetic 
batik Vampyre. and then to Gray's inserted dreams. His 


two dreams define part three as the visionary fulfillment 
of the powers of this voice. 

Consider, for example, the brief but significant first 
dream. It consists of only two images—a skull rising and 
turning and a skeleton hand clutching the poison bottle 
and moving right (fig. 47}—but those two images testify to 
the powers which Gray now possesses. The pulsating light 
associates Gray's vision with the father, recalling the 
abrupt fading up and down of light during the eh&telain's 
first visit to Gray’s room, Apart from its traditional con no¬ 
tations, the skull has been associated at the outset with 
Marguerite Chopin, while the image of the hand reiterates 
her passing of the poison to the doctor in part one. (Gray 
did not witness this: the gesture lias been kept apart from 
his consciousness so that the dream may indicate insight 
and not mere recollection.) So Gray's vision identifies the 
vampire as effectively as has the text, but at one remove, 
bv connotation. 

The dream has prophetic powers too. Only two shots 
after the close-up of the skeleton's hand with the poison, 
we see Leone's hand reach up in close-up to dutch the same 
bottle (fig. 18). Gray's dream has acquired the explanatory 
and prophetic powers of the intertitles and the texts, but 
through the image, not the written word 

At the same time as the first dream assumes the func¬ 
tion of the '’voice," it continues the sabotaging of Bazinian 
phenomenal space. In the classical Hollywood film, dream 
is dream and waking is waking, and a system of punctua¬ 
tions (fades, music, misty dissolves, etc.) is called in to dis¬ 
tinguish the two. In Vampyr, these marks are violated by 
making the dream space of a piece with the waking space. 
In Gray's first dream, the light pulsates rhythmically be¬ 
hind the skull and the skeletal hand, but in shots of Gray 
sleeping, the light continues to pulsate behind Gray himself, 
and when the servant wakes him, the flashing fight 
abruptly stops. In putting forth Gray as the new vessel of 
authoritative vision, the film sees this vision as overriding 
differences of inner and outer, subject and object. 

The second vision follows, soon, but only after Cray 
has thwarted the doctor's poisoning of Leone and after the 
doctor has abducted Gisele (the latter action presented, of 
course, only in its consequences). Gray follows a sprite 
outside, runs through a meadow, and falls. He limps to a 
bench to rest. Strictly speaking, this may not be a dream 
(since we aren't shown Gray falling asleep), but because it 
is formally parallel to the delirious vision shown earlier, 1 
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shall call it "the second dream."' It begins ralher simply: a 
double of Gray detaches itself from Gray's figure and 
moves, translucent])!, off on its own. What does this dream 
do? How does it function in the narrative? 

Most strikingly, ii constitutes a story within a story, a 
metadiegesis formally parallel to the "voice” of the inte'rti- 
tles and the book. As Tzvetan Todorov has remarked, such 
a mefcadkgesis is a putting forward of the essential proper¬ 
ties of the surrounding narrative. 16 

As an embedded narrative, the second dream operates 
on two strata: the patient of the actions recapitulating, as if 
in shorthand, Gray's essential gestures in the first part of 
the film; the sutefjawo? of the actions predicting events 
which will appear in the last section of the film. Poised 
at a critical moment in the film as a whole, Gray's dream 
retards the action by replaying {through a connotative 
shorthand similar to that of the first dream] what has come 
before and sketching what will come after. 

Consider first the recapitulative function, in the dream, 
Gray's double walks along a field, pauses at the stone wall, 
enters the doctor's lair, sms the coffin and himself in it 
goes hi a doorway and peers in, sees Gisele lashed to a 
bedstead, and, as the doctor and the soldier return, hides 
by climbing down through a trapdoor, As the doctor 
and the soldier prepare the coffin far burial, the focus 
shifts from Cray's double to his ‘'triplet,''' the Gray in the 
coffin—through whose eyes we see the coffin lid screwed 
on and the coffin borne outside to the church. Passing the 
bench, the procession fades out as Gray's original body 
fades in where he had rested, and the vision is over. (Again 
the dream and the dreamer inhabit the same space.) This 
series of actions summarizes Cray's function throughout 
the first part of the film. For Cray's normal activities- have 
been to drift, to pause at thresholds, to penetrate interiors, 
and to peer through doorways and windows, Now, in a 
condensed, almost pared it version, the dream represents 
Gray the prober and witness: the man who has been -seen 
from thy very start framed in the rectangles of doorways is 
now boxed up, and the eyes that have stared so often 
through windows now strain to penetrate the pane of glass 
over ids coffin. 

More particularly, when we lay out the sequence of 
actams in the dream, we find a distinct homology with 
Gray's first visit to the doctors lair. In both, bells toll. Gray 
arises from a sleep, walks through a landscape, pauses at 
the stone wall, enters the doctor's lair, sees the coffin, in¬ 


vestigates the doctor's first-floor rooms, views the doctor 
from the tout of the staircase, encounters the doctor, his 
assistant, and Chopin, and finally leaves, Thus the dream 
recapitulates major narrative gestures of Gray's early visit. 
Moreover, the sequence of actions had earlier been inter¬ 
rupted by local metaphoric expansion (the gravedigger, the 
skulls); now the entire chain is seen as one extended 
metaphor; the earlier visit is revealed as Gray's initiation 
into the world of the dead. Passing through those door¬ 
ways, glimpsing Chopin —alt the narrative strategies we 
have examined throughout—all these are exposed as a 
penetration into a state of death and dying. What the sec¬ 
ond dream reveals, in short, is that the absent cause is noth¬ 
ing Other than the mystery of death, knowledge of which 
the vampire, the old chatelain, and now Gray possess. 

The dream also foreshadows events by enunciating a 
motif paralleling the motifs of exchange and bleeding in 
the previous parts: that of burial. Early in the sequence 
Grey hides under the trapdoor—never to reemerge. The 
triplet Gray is nailed in his coffin and taken to the church¬ 
yard; the tolling bells of the first part reemerge as the 
ehurchbdl in this sequence. After Gray's dream has 
brought the coffin near the church, the dream ends, and 
Gray helps the servant open Chopin's tomb, His dream i$ 
at once confirmed and negated: here is a grave and burial, 
but now he peers down at Oropr suspended in living 
death in her coffin. She is staked, the curse upon Leone js 
Lifted, and Chopin's tombstone is slid back into place, 
Later, at the very end, we see burial again: the doctor, 
trapped in a mill cage, is engulfed and suffocated in a 
shower of powder. Cray's dream thus forms the premise 
for successive burials, stages which might encourage us to 
inscribe part three with the words which Grey's double 
sees on the coffin lid: "Dust thou art and to dust thou shah 
return." 

Prophetic, too, is Gray's vision of Giselle, Just as his ear¬ 
lier dream had connoted Uone’s poisoning and suicide, 

this dream identifies Gfovlu as iNiptivts. Both .stater* are seen 
in bed; both are saved by Grav. In all, then, the prophetic 
second dream yields further proof that through obedience 
to the father and submission to death, Grav has assimi¬ 
lated the power of the titles and the book to overcome the 
absent cause- 

Indeed, part three in its entirety establishes the victory 
of the forces of the father over those of Chopin. Obliquely, 
her death is certified by yet another authoritative text, the 
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inscription on her tombstone ("Marguerite Chopin . . . 
Good Lord grant her eternal mercy")- More directly 
when the dead chatelain returns as a spectre., his furious., 
oversized face terrifies the doctor and his assistant. Re- 
appearing immediately after Chopin has been staked, the 
father becomes the new "living dead" of the film and 
his presence replaces Chopin as the principal manifesta¬ 
tion of the absent cause. Thus we do not know what 
force brings him back from death, slays the peg-legged sol¬ 
dier, or closes the mill cage's door on the doctor, but all 
these incidents reveal a power as great as that wielded 
by Chopin. 

The father's allies further ratify his power: the loyal 
manservant sets in motion the machinery that will kill the 
doctor while Gray rescues Gis^le. The shots of the couple 
escaping through a dense fog to a bright sunrise complete 
the elimination of the swav of the vampire. But to the very 
end the film insists that the father's power remains as mys¬ 
terious as that of Chopin; the last shot shows the mill gears 
grinding to a stop, halted by no visible means. 

Paradoxically, then, Vampyr '5 difficultness is necessary 
to its making itself intelligible, As in La Passion do Jemme 
d'Arc, two formal gestures are made by the film. The first is 
that of disruption. The narrative posits an uncertainty'at its 
core—an absent cause—and we submit perceptually to 
the ambiguities of a space and time divested of much that 
is comforting and familiar, But the occluded plot-story rela¬ 
tions and the opaqueness of the film's spatial structuring 
clash with Vampyr's counter-movement, whereby the film 
works to overcome the absence of cause which it initially 


posited. This counter-movement depends upon revealed 
words and images. The titles possess the authority to tran¬ 
scend the disparities of the narrative, while the book, and 
the dreams function to invest in Gray, surrogate for the 
dead father, a power to master the absent cause. Such mas¬ 
tery' amounts to reasserting the father's power. Themati¬ 
cally, the film's counter-movement presents mastery over 
death through submission to it- aided by prophetic text 
and vision. We are given a set of guidelines by which to 
read the film's ambiguities and discontinuities. Muddled, 
we are fortunately flung upon the titles, the book., and the 
dreams, and we cling to them as we are tugged through the 
film. The film thus seeks to Subdue its own disruptions. 

The film's counter-gesture is as overpowering as those 
made by the impersonal narrative patterns of Dreyer s pre¬ 
vious films. Discontinuities rattle against a superstructure 
that reiterates the film's mar? pressure; the titles emanating 
from a sourceless authority, the text bearing a title close to 
that of the film itself, the dreams that recapitulate and pre¬ 
dict plot events. 1b some extent this counter-movement 
rehabilitates the narrative, making it easy prey for Chris¬ 
tian or Freudian allegory. Rut it is a merit of Mwijiyr, I think, 
to leave the gap between its questions arid ite explanations 
problematic. The enigma of the absent cause is reiterated, 
not dispelled, at the very end. A dense, shadowy work, 
the film insistently challenges our perception, forcing us to 
struggle to grasp its spaces, its time, its logic. The complex- 
ire of this specietorial activity makes Vampyr, in all its 
snares and bafflements, the fascinating film that it is. 


TIQht 



Daytif Wrath is probably Drey^$ most popular film, which 
already indicates something of the problems it poses. 
Stylistically# it is a calmer film than. La Passion de femme d'Arc 
or Icmjpyr A tale of witchcraft, passion, and murder it has 
more melodrama tic appeal than Ondff and Gertrud. 3 s the 
film then a moment of equilibrium in Drever's career? Yes, 
but not in any simple way. Our sense of the film as a retreat 
after Jeanne d'Arc and Vanipyr issues from its tendency to 
pose problems more at the level of narrative structure than 
at the level of spatial unity. But the film dues strongly chal¬ 
lenge our perception at the temporal level. We can most 
usefully begin with an examination of the narrative's 
dynamics: how the story seeks coherence and what pres¬ 
sures work against this. 


FORCES FOR UNITY 

Day of Wmlh is the story of how, in seventeenth-century 
Denmark, Anne falls in love with the son of Absalom the 
old pastor whom she has married. A subplot involves Her¬ 
lofs Marte, an old woman accused of witchcraft and perse¬ 
cuted by the church elder Laurentius, After Herlofs Marte 
is executed, Anne and Marlin share a furtive idyll. When 
Anne tells Absalon of the affair, the old man dies. The pas¬ 
tor's elderly mother Mercte accuses Anne of witchcraft. 
When Martin abandons her, Anne finally confesses to hav¬ 
ing been in Satan's power and is burned as a witch. 

For nut purposes# we can break, the film into sequences 

(see chart on next page: numbers in parentheses refer to 
the shots in each sequence). Compared to La ftissrcw de 
femme d'Arc and Vampyr, Day of Wrath is relatively easy to 
segment. Our sense of an orthodox construction is in¬ 
creased when we see that the film falls into two large parts. 
The first, comprising about a third of die running time, is 
concerned with the pursuit# trial and execution of Herlofs 
Mar to (segments. 11—X). The second par! of the film (seg¬ 
ments XI-XVII) focuses on the relationships among Absa¬ 


lom Anne, Martin, and Mercte. The proportions balance; 
the early part subordinates the family romance in He riots 
Marte's plight through the device of making the family 
witnesses to her progress to the stake, while in the second 
part of the film, her plotline becomes subordinated to the 
family romance and survives only in the form of the dying 
Laurentius, The two plotlines connect through a pair of 
devices. First, Absalon as the village pastor presides over 
all cases like that of Herlofs Marte, Second, 1 IrrMs Marie 
knew Anne's mother, who was also reputed to be a witch. 
This gives her access to Anne ("I helped your mother”) 
and to Absalon (who spared Anne's mother in order to 
marry Anne). The secret of the dead mother thus links the 
Herlofs Marte plot to the main plot and implicates the fam¬ 
ily in the old woman's fate, 

A glance at the segmentation will suggest several ways 
in which the narrative encourages us to seek closure. Most 
generally# the relatively small number of characters (six in 
all) presents a limited number of interrelationships. After 
the initial scenes in the rectory conveniently assemble five 
of the characters, there is a strict combining of them in the 
scenes which follow. By the end of the film, three of fheso 
characters (Absalon, Herlofs Marie, and Laurentius) have 
died, leaving only three principals —all of whom are 
gathered together for a confrontation in the final scene. If 
we read the film seeking closure, we are rewarded in that 
by the conclusion# nearly all the major narrative strands 
have beer tied up. Herlofs Marie has been killed and has in 
vengeance killed Laurentius; Anne has eliminated Absalon 
as a barrier between her and Martin; Martin# persuaded 
that Anne is a witch, has abandoned her and allied himself 
with Mcreler and Anne has confessed to w r itchcraft- 

Yot another contribution to closure is the way that the 
Subplot involving Herlofs Marte foreshadow^ what will 
happen after the conclusion of the film. Day of Wrath begins 
with Herlofs Mario being accused of sorcery. She flees, 
hides, is discovered, confesses, and is burned. After this, 
Anne begins tu practice witchcraft. The film ends with her 
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accused and confessing. The progress of I lerlofs Marte has 
mapped out the process of interrogation, torture, and 
execution which Anne will undergo. The two parts of Day 
of Wjratff thus enact Ambrose Bierce's double definition of a 
witch: r, 1) An ugly and repulsive old woman, in a wicked 
league with the devil; 2) A beautiful and attractive young 
woman, in wickedness a league beyond the devil," The East 
shot of the film announces that Anne has indeed been 
burned by surmounting the cross with two sloping bars— 
the same figure that runs through the mi&'-CTi-sriw of Mer¬ 
le fc Marie's immolation. Finally, the film achieves closure 
through the characteristic Dreycr device of prophecy— 
here motivated by characters' supernatural powers. Her- 
lofs Marte makes two predictions: if she dies, Laurentius's 
death will soon follow and Anne will go to the stake. Both 
prophecies eventually prove correct, the film thus vali¬ 
dating—for the sakt uf closure—the old woman's pow¬ 
er. Later, Absalon tells Laurentius that Ire will soon join 
him in death: returning home, he reflects that, "In my in¬ 
nermost soul, I felt my death had been determined/' There 
are several other closure factors at work, but these features 
already suggest the tight unity which the narrative seeks. 
Later, however, we shall see that nearly every one of these 
forces for closure is questioned, and the reading of events 
which [ have proposed is undermined. 

Out segmentation permits another principle of con¬ 
struction to strike the eye immediately, Like L* flJfltfcun tie 
Jeanne 4'Arc and Vamjtyr, Day of WmtJi is based upon an 
insistent principle of alternation of plotlines, of characters, 
and of locales. At an intersequence level, for example. 


Anne and Martin's first forest idyll (segment VI11) rests be¬ 
tween the torture scene (V11} and Absalom's visit to He riots 
Marts? in prison (IX). liven more insistent is the narrative 
alternation within sequences established by crosscutting. 
The family awaiting Martin's return (IV*, C, f) is juxtaposed 
to Herlofs Marie's flight (IVl?, d). Against Martin and 
Anne's nocturnal escape to the forest (XIhi r c, e, g) there is 
AbsaIon's solitude in the rectory (XIEft, d, f); against the 
couple's trip down the stream iXUI;,;. f r k, m, n) there is 
Absalpn’fi visit to Laurentius (XIIHr, j, J, it), Anne and Mar¬ 
tin's Live;' play (XJVii, f r g, j, k, m) in counterposed tO Absa- 
lon's leaving Laurentius (Xlvf?, d) and traveling through 
the storm (XI Vf, h, j r i). Finally. Merete's vigil by Absalom's 
corpse (XVii, c, cl is alternated with Anne's search for Mar¬ 
tin in the fog (XVI ft. N, /). But what compositional purposes 
does such alternation serve? 

For one thing, the alternation enhances the fairly rigid 
temporal delineation of the action. Without flashbacks or 
ftnshforwar-ds, the plot moves chronologically: the only de¬ 
formation of sequential order occurs when the crosscutting 
exhibits simultaneous events. (While Anne and Martin go 
boating, Absalom visits Laurentius, and so on.) As for the 
overall duration of the plot, the story events consume two 
or three months, in the early summer of 1623. From this 
period, the plot has selected five days to show. At the be¬ 
ginning, Herlofs Marte is captured on the same day that 
Martin returns home (segments II—IV), The following 
episodes, depicting Herlofs Marie's interrogation and tor¬ 
ture b\* the Church and An ire and Martin's, wfllk through 
the forest, consume a second day. 1 


I. Dies Irae prologue (1). 

II. A hand writes the accusation (2-3). 

113. Herlofs Marie dees from her cottage (4). 

Her lots Marte flees (16). 
Herlofs Marte flees (26). 


V. A hand writes the order (74), 

VI. Sacristy: a. Absalon questions Herlofs Marie (75-97). 
Cathedral: ft, Anne and Martin hear the choir (98-103). 


IV. Rectory: a. Anne chastised bv Merete and soothed by Absalon Outside: h. 

(5-15). 

f, Anne meets Martin ('17-25). rt. 

e. Anne and Martin trick Absafon <27—34), 

Concealment and discovery 7 of Herlofs Marte 
(35-73). 


py rig hied material 
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VII. Torture chamber: Herlofs Marte confesses (104-19). 

Vl[[. Fort's!: Anne and Marlin walk (120-30). 

IX. Prison: Absalon visits He rials Marte (131-33). 

X. Churchyard: Herlofs Marie is burned (134 -70). 

XI. Rwtvnf: a. AbsaInn warned by Merete (171-209), 

b. Absalon tells Anne of her mother (210-28), 
i\ Anne summons Martin (229-35). 

Xtl. Rectaty: h. Absalon alone in study (238). 

d. Absalnn sits by tire (242). 
f. Absabn (244). 


XIV. Red?ry: a. Waiting for Absalon (306-11). 

c. Anne shows sketch to Martin (313-26). 
e. Martin and Mcrete (328-33). 
g. Anne comes to Martin (3,35). 

Anne and Martin (337). 
k, Anne and Martin (339). 
m. Anne and Martin (341). 
i(, Absalon. Anne, and Martin (342—61), 
o. Absalon and Anne; he dies (362-88), 

XV. ficchinj: u. Merete keeps vigil (3S9). 

Merete by cot Jin (393). 
e. Merete by coffin (393). 
g. Martin assumes vigil and forces Anne to 
swear {397-407). 

XVL Sacristy: 


Forest: a. Anne and Martin (236—37). 

c. Anne and Martin at spring (239-41). 
i\ Anne and Martin (243). 
g. Anne and Martin lie down (243). 


Furrs*: g. Anne and Martin run to river (283), 

i, Anne and Martin ride in boat (290-93), 

k, Anne and Martin ride in boat (295), 

Riwrr; m, Anne and Martin leave boat (299-303), 

Grass: e. Anne and Martin talk (305). 

L$ house; b. He Is dead (312). 

d. He Is dead (327). 

Outdoors: /. Absalon journeys home (334), 
h, Absalon on way home (338). 

j. Absalon on way home (336). 

l. Absalon on way home (340), 


Purest: b. Anne seeking Martin (390). 

d. Anne finds Martin in fog (392). 

/. Anne questions Martin (394-96), 


XIII. Rcdory: a. The family prays (246-52). 

l\ Merete upbraids Anne (253-63). 

C. Merete and Martin (266—67). 

cl Anne and Martin at embroiderv (268—75), 

d h . In his study. Absalon and Merete (276-84). 

{. Absalon joins Anne and Marlin, 
who leave for the river (285-87), 
h. Absalon called by Laurentius (289). 
j. Absalon Leaves (294). 

I. Absalon comes to Lauren tins'* deathbed (296—98). 
ft. Absalon consoles Lauren tins (304), 


At the funeral, Anne is denounced by Merete and 
confesses (408-35), 


XVII. Dies Irac .scroll concludes (436). 
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On a third day. Heriofs Matte is burned, Absalon tells. 
Anne of her mother's transgressions, and Anne seduces 
Martin {segments X-Otflj. After an unspecified interval, 
there occurs that crowded day during which Lauren tins 
dies, Absalon confronts Anne and dies, and Martin begins 
to doubt her fsegments XIII-XV), After another short 
interval, on a fifth day, the final scene by Absalon's coffin 
takes place, Within each day, the alternation permits the 
film to skip over certain stages of the action. (While Heriofs 
Marte is prepared for torture, we view Anne and Martin in 
the cathedral,.) The elision is often quite significant: twice 
the crosscutting conceals the time it takes for Anne and 
Martin to have intercourse. Like Thi>u Shalt Hrntir Thy Wife, 
which compresses a month into two days (one at the be¬ 
ginning, one at the end). Day of Wrath achieves that dura¬ 
tional concentration so characteristic of Drover's films. 
Hence the need to pack each selected day as densely as 
possible by showing different simultaneous events in al¬ 
ternation. 

Alternation of sequences and parts-of sequences unifies 
the film in another way: by keeping the general narrative 
point of view omniscient. Though in certain scenes we 
share Anne's vantage point on events (we shall return to 
this), much occurs that she never witnesses. Only the au¬ 
dience sees and knows all. The creation, if not of a narrator 
in any rigorous sense, at least of an overriding narrative 
intelligence, counterposing certain scenes for our scrutiny, 
intensifies the closure and internal determination of the 
film. 

Supported by such omniscient point of view, alter¬ 
nation encourages us to construct parallelisms. The paral¬ 
lels reinforce the general thematic oppositions of the film: 
every alternation builds up an opposition between closed, 
dark interiors and open exteriors, between age and youth 
Most pointedly, this contrast emerges from the [uxtapo¬ 
sit ion of Anne and Martin, in natural surroundings, with 
the torture of Heriofs Marte, or with Absalon's solitude, or 
with Absalon and Laurentius, or with Merete, Crosscut¬ 
ting permits Dreyer to play on a subtle range of similarities 
and differences. Consider two segments. While Anne and 
Martin drift in the boat, Absalom visits the dying Lauren- 
tius, and crosscut alternation produces many echoes and 
interferences between the two lines of action- Martin asks: 
"How shall we end up?"; and both Absalon and Lamen- 
tius pose the same kind of question. Martin lies cradled 
against Anne; Absalon assures Laurentius that he is as 


"soft and snug as in your mother's arms." Anne describes 
the tree bent over the water in monistic terms—-it cannot 
be separated from its reflection -—and, gently clasping Mar¬ 
tin's hand, she claims that they too are bound together. In 
the alternating scene, Laurcntius speaks of splitting his 
soul from h is body and begs for Absalon to grasp his hand. 
When Absalon seeks to comfort La men bus with the 
reminder that he, too, will soon die, Dreyer cuts back to 
Martin., his father’s son, saying, "Anne, if we could 
die together now. . - ." Already the film has worked out, 
within the general age.’youlb opposition, differences be¬ 
tween Anne and Martin that link him to his orthodox 
elders. These differences art: confirmed later (segment XV), 
when Anne runs through the fog calling for him; Martin 
ssls, grimly silent and still, exactly like Merete keeping vigil 
over Absalon's corpse. The likeness is confirmed not only 
by her words {"Martin will keep vigil tonight") but also by 
his wards (Martin's "only thought now” as for Absalon), 
Even the local texture of tire cutting tends to support such 
parallelisms: the compositions often work to compare 
specific figures, as in the dissolves which compare Heriofs 
Marte to Merete (shots 4A) or which "match" Heriofs 
Marte with Anne and vice versa (shots 16.17 and 2326), or 
which contrast the inquisition record with a leafy branch 
(shots J19d20). In all, tile alternating structure permits 
comparison at every level, from the most general thematic 
features to details of dialngue, gesture, and even graphic 
qualities. 

The principle of alternation that rules the cutting 
between different locales functions within the spatially 
homogeneous scene as well, As in La Fusstom df Iwnnv 
d'Arc, Dreyer usually Cuts from one face to another, If one 
character is in movement off screen, the on-screen charac¬ 
ter's turning face and shifting glance signal it. For example, 
the first time that Anne meets Martin, the two are never 
shown in the same shot: their eyes meet, they talk, they go 
tu the dining table, and the scene simply alternates shots of 
each one, Tf more than two characters participate in the 
scene, Dreyer selects one character—Merete, Anne. Her¬ 
iofs Marte—and uses alternating cutting to segregate her 
from the others. Anne m particular tends to be chopped 
out of scenes. An outsider in the world of the rectory, an 
isolated observer in the cathedral and at the execution. 
Anne is frequently severed from the action by means of 
alternating editing. In one scene, a lengthy alternating se¬ 
ries of shots has already juxtaposed the couple in the rec- 
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6ory with Absaton's walk homo. When Absalon enters the 
rectory, hiS arrival shatters the spatial unity between Anne 
and Martin. Before, they shared the same frame; now they 
separate r and Anne leaves the frame altogether. A new- 
shot shifts the angle to reunite the three, but Anne im¬ 
mediately goes out of the frame again. At the stove, she is 
framed in her own. separate medium shots, while Martin 
helps Absalon to sit down. Anne brings some beer and 
again all three are in the same frame, but again she leaves; 
and for the rest of the scene, Anne remains utterly isolated. 
Thus the intimacy Anne offered Martin is replaced by Mar¬ 
tin's filial devotion, and this devotion shuts Anne out. 

The presence of alternating cutting should by now im¬ 
pel l us to ask to what extent the interior scenes possess 
Spatial unity; for we have already seen how in La JtasswM de 
jmnne rf'An: and VforrpyT alternating cutting tends to crack 
the scenographic space, And it must he admitted that al¬ 
though most characters' eyelines are classically matched in 
Day of Wnih. the glances are often angled "incorrectly' 1 
from shot to shot Yet the scenes in Pay of Wrath —and par¬ 
ticularly the scenes in the rectory—have a much. Stronger 
sense of spatial unity titan comparable scenes in the two 
earlier films. One obvious cause is the greater number 
of true establishtng shots; even if in close-up the glances 
crisscross, we are constantly reoriented to the action by 
long shots. But the film has another, somewhat unusual 
tactic for unifying the narrative space. 

In one of his courses at the Soviet State Cinema Insti¬ 
tute, Sergei Eisenstein approached the problems of staging 
and editing. The specific task which Eisenstein set his stu¬ 
dents was the presentation of an episode front Haiti's anti 
colonialist struggle in 1802, the attempt of the French to 
capture the leader Dessalin.es, First, in plotting the mi$e- 
en-xette, Eisenstein demanded that the overall setting [a 
banquet ball) be analysed into areas in which specific ac¬ 
tions wou.d take place. Thus one portion of the scene 
would occur near a stair, the next in the center of the hall, 
a third at the table, and so on. "You must;" he told bis 
pupils, "work out a scheme of where and on what spaces 
—zones of action—each section is to be played. The divi¬ 
sion between the sections of the store must also be ren¬ 
dered spatially; each action fragment must have its own 
allotted space and develop upon it,"' 2 So far, this is stan¬ 
dard staging practice. But when it comes to filming and 
editing the staged action, Eisenstein suggests that the 
theatrical proscenium view is not to be respected, Camera¬ 


work and cutting are not restricted to a single orientation to 
any zone of action. "In the cinema . . , [there] exists the 
feasibility of observing the action from all four sides,''- 1 In 
the Dessalines exercise, then, Eisenstein does not hesitate 
to break, again and again, the "axis of action" of Holly¬ 
wood practice; although he warns against disorganized 
fragmentation, he stresses the need to violate the axis in 
order to produce varied shot patterns. This means that the 
action "flows around the camera, that is, around the spec¬ 
tator. To get this effect, the camera can not only dissect a 
view from inside the circular mise-en-scene but can also as 
though flank it from the outside/' 4 Although the result of 
Etsenstein's project will diverge sharply from Hollywood's 
spatial layouts, nevertheless in his exercise, the narrative 
motivates the apportioning of scenic zones as well as a 
fluid, shifting series of camera and editing orientations to 
those zones. 

Mo better term than ''circular" could be found to de¬ 
scribe Dreyeds seonographv in Day of Wrath. The film re¬ 
minds us how DreyeYs films, from the start of his career, 
are intimately linked to that tradition of chamber art that 
includes Hammershoi and Vermeer. The director who mm« 
pared cinema to architecture finds human-made space, 
especially the closed chamber, to be the primary site of 
action, Furthermore, in Dm; of Wrath, as in 77row Shalt 
Manor Thy Wife, the chamber is a familial space. After 
Jeanne d'Arc's cell, the monks' court, Leone's sickroom, 
the- doctor's warehouse, Dreyer returns to the family par¬ 
lor. The rectory parlor stands at the intersection of the fami¬ 
ly's activities; Anne's bedroom, Absalon's study, Merete's 
bedroom, and the corridor to the outdoors all give onto the 
rectory parlor. Topographically, the parlor is meeting place 
and microcosm for the family's social activities. (Mote that 
only Anne is alone in the parlor for very long.) With its 
prayer stall, its windows looking onto nature, its staircase 
leading up to the loft, the parlor appears as an abbreviated 
anthology of several motifs in the plot, And in the course 
of the narrative, the parlor will function, progressively, as a 
setting for reunion, concealment, sexual intrigue, and 
murder; the last time we see it, it has become Absalom's 
crypt. But the parlor as the arena of this domestic drama 
must be made narratively intelligible. So let us concentrate 
momentarily upon how, despite violations of the IStP 
rule and the eye line match, this chamber space becomes 
com prehensiblt;. 
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That the rectory parlor (,'an bi L reduced to a hvsttnnaiir 
floor-plan already suggests that ivt are far from the frac¬ 
tured space- of leanne d'Ate. and Vstatp/yr. Within this room, 
several different areas, Ebirnstein's J 'zones nf action/' art? 
clearly marked and reserved for Specific events, At one 
corner of the dining table, Anne plays out a scene ivifh 
Merete and Absalon (IVtf); at thy opposite corner of the 
room, near a linen cupboard, shy first sees Martin (TVr); in 
another comer, she leads Kerlofs Martt* up to the loft (IVc); 
and so on. What differentiates Dreyer's handling from 
Hisenstyin's is that the latter conceives his Dessalines ban¬ 
quet hall as a setting to be used only once in the film, and 
thus to be exhausted, dramaturgically speaking, in a single 
sequence. Dreyer, as we would expect, is more parsimoni¬ 
ous, In no sequence of Day of WrnfJfr is every zone of the 
parlor utilised. Instead, each scene emphasizes a distinct 
area of the playing space— the dining table, the linen cup- 
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board, the loft stairway, Absalon's prayer-stall, even the 
empty center of the room (where Absalom's coffin will be 
prd), Only by the end of the film has virtually every inch of 
the parlor been utilized.. 

The dramatic motivation for fhe breakdown of the par¬ 
lor into areas is apparent enough—Martin must be seated 
at the table. Herlotfs Marie must be concealed in the toft, 
and so forth—but the pressure of narrative intelligibility 
also determines our orientation to each zone of action. One 
Orientation (through Camera position and editing) views 
the table against the background of the windows, so Absa- 
lon meets Martin or the family holds morning prayers 
within the warm daylight. !n contrast, Dreyer will some¬ 
times film the dining table from a completely opposite 
standpoint, the camera, as it were, assuming the position 
of the window, and situating the table against the open 
space in the center of the parlor, Such an orientation is 
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list'd for Lie night scene during which Anne summons 
Martin. Within a sequence, our standpoint on the action 
will shift as well, as when the mtiming prayers at the table 
are initially viewed against the windows, and the later in¬ 
cident between Anne and Martin at her embroidery ss seen 
against the opposite wall. 

Once the zones of action are established, narrative logic 
overrides what are, Strictly speaking, i ncorrectly angled 
evelines. More important, the mobility of orientation onto 
[he playing areas permits disjunctive editing to isolate cer¬ 
tain details, Often Merete is treated in a spatially disjointed 
manner, but since she is absent from most scenes, she 
must be se _ up as □ significant aggressor, and off-rhe-itne 
cutting cooperates with her behavior in so marking her. For 
the *ake of a narrative parallelism, Dreyer systematically 
violates the axis of action in the scene in which Absalon 
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leaves Anne alone and she summons Martin. Absalon 
draws back from Anne, moving to ha me right, Anne on 
frame left (fig. 1). There is a 1SCT shift, switching iheir loca¬ 
tions as he stares into her eyes and judges them "so mar¬ 
velous, innocent like those of a child” (fig. 2). The Crossing 
of the axis of action reveals, ft.fr the first time in the SCene, 
the windows and trct-s outside, through the windows on 
the other side of the table. The discontinuity is stressed by 
another ISO” cut, which returns US to the original position 
( fi s- 3). Blit almost immediately, after Absalon is gone, 
Martin comes to Anne and kisses her (fig, 4}; and another 
1SIT Cut Switches us around again (fig, 5), As Martin calls 
her eyes "fathomless and mysterious/' Anne is again seen 
before the window and the couple is framed so as to mirror 
the earlier shot of Anne and Absalon (fig. 6). Thus father 
and son, eider and lover, are concisely contrasted: a narra¬ 
tive parallel arises from the jump in orientation. 
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The two last sequences in the rectory parlor (segments 
XIV and XV) carry to a conclusion the tendency of the ac¬ 
tion in each 7one to he observed from a variety of posi¬ 
tions. The first of these sequences is organized, reasonably 
enough, around Merete's circular sewing table. It is at this 
table that Merete mends the clothes, that Anne seduces 
Martin, that Absalon joins the couple, and that Anne re¬ 
veals the truth to Absalon. This complex series of actions is 
shown from virtually every side, bringing into play every 
wall of the parlor and placing the characters at the center of 
a mobile architectural space. (An obvious comparison is 
the 360" stenographic Space developed in the films of Yasu- 
jiro Oku, although Ozu's style differs from Drcver's in 
many other respects.) 

The last sequence in the rectory 7 anchors its composition 
around a rectangle, Absalon's coffin, but the principle of 
circularity continues to operate. Martin is initially seated in 
a chair at the foot of the coffin. After Merete leaves (fig. 7), 
he moves to another chair at the coffin's head, and Anne 
enters. She passes behind him (fig. fl) on her way to vet 
another chair. Martin goes to her and asks about Absalon's 
death. He then urges Anne back to the coffin to swear her 
innocence, and the camera follows them, to the head of the 
coffin (fig. 9), When Anne kneels to swear, the camera 
shows us the fourth edge of the coffin (fig. 10); when she 
rises, we see the fourth wall of the parlor (fig. II). The cam¬ 
era then follows the couple as they complete their circuit of 
the coffin. Martin returns to his first chair and Anne leaves 
(fig, 12). Such systematic changes of camera orientation 
permit us to construct an intelligible scene because, as 
Eisenstein puts it, the action "flows pround the camera, that 
is around the spectator," 

According to one of his students, Eisenstein also noted 
that camera movement can supply a great flexibility of ori¬ 
entation to the zones of action. In Day of Wmfh.. narrative 
controls. Often a character (Anne, Merete) will look off to 
one side and the camera will pan to reveal Martin arriving; 
he becomes, in fact, associated with this kind of antici¬ 
pator)' pan shut. Eisenstein's notion of allowing the ac¬ 
tion to flow around the spectator can be seen at work in 
other camera movements. Generally speaking, the cam¬ 
era will track in an arc in one direction, and pan slowly 
in the other—against the grain, as Edward Eranigan has 
put it—thus giving a spiralling twist to the stenographic 
space. More specifically, three of these semicircular camera 
movements am paralleled to one another. In the torture 


chamber, the camera tracks leftward, revealing first the 
judges, then the scribe, then the torture apparatus, and 
finally Herlofs Marte. In Launerttius's house, the camera 
leaves Absalon in the doorway to move along the walls of 
two rooms, wheel left, and back up, framing LautofttiuS in 
Ills deathbed. At the outset of the film's final scene, the 
camera follows the boy choir to the gathered elders and 
then to the group around Absalon's coffin, While there is 
much to be said about these three shots, it is enough tor 
the moment to note how, coming at the beginning of their 
respective scenes, these shots establish the various play¬ 
ing areas for the action, In these shots, three walls an? 
revealed, glances and turns motivate the directions of the 
movement, the camera coasts along independently of 
any one figure, and its trajectory determines a "spatial 
teleology" - —the end of each shot pays off with a tableau, 
if we add to these shots the lateral tracking movements 
which follow Anne through the church corridor and which 
trace Heriofs Marie's escape from her cottage, it becomes 
evident that every interior scene in the film, in the rectory 
or elsewhere, contrives one way nr another of constructing 
a unified, narratively intelligible space. 

THE ABSENT CAUSE 

Closure, temporal concentration, omniscient point of view, 
parallelisms, a coherent familial space—all these forces de¬ 
termine the film's world as unified and homogeneous. But 
narrative causality, the relation of event to event, is hardly 
so clear-cut In Day of Wrath, actions spring from three 1 
causes: the social, the natural, and the supernatural- Curi¬ 
ously, character psychology as a source of action becomes 
identified with one or more of these three rather imper¬ 
sonal causes, Moreover, each of these causes is given a 
concrete expression in the film's Hbstf-t'pi-sofor. 

Day in Wrath represents society neither as economic 
production nor as the state, Instead, the social is identified 
as a religious institution. The first action that we see (the 
accusation of Heriofs Martel is performed by the Church, 
thus setting in motion the entire narrative machinery of the 
film, What sort of institution is the Church? It is identified 
with dispassionately repressive law (witness the torture 
of Heriofs Marie), and with death; if performs no festive 
rituals, only interrogations, execution, last rites, funeral 
ceremonies. The mrsF-Fir-scFire defines the social as the realm 
of the <‘Jni:rrrih , r— the rectory (with its bars and grids in the 
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decor) r the eel lari ike torture chamber Absalon's sacristy, 
Laurentius's home, All the chambers in the film except 
Herlofs Marie's are also associated with the Church. 

Opposed to causation of a social order is causation of a 
natural order. The growing love between Anne and Martin 
is presented as the response to social constraint, an out¬ 
burst of natural energy. Whenever the lovers seek solitude, 
they must go outdoors, to the Sunny forests and streams or 
the moonlit countryside. The allure of the realm of nature 
is strongly marked by the light streaming into lire rectory;, 
revealing the leafy trees outside the window. 

Characters in the film are defined in terms of such 
causes, The behavior of Laurentius and Merete, fur in¬ 
stance, is seen to spring from the narrow severity of the 
Church—the one in his merciless badgering of Herlofs 
Marie, the other in her disgust for Anne's vitality. The 
major characters, though, stand at points of intersection 
between the social and the natural, Absalon the parson is 
erected as the pillar of the society, but he has betrayed the 
Church by his desire for Anne and his freeing of her 
mother, Thus his actions proceed from a tension between 
natural and social impulses. Of course, as both priestly and 
secular Father, Absalon occupies an important symbolic 
rule In relation to Martin and Anne: to deceive him is to 
transgress the vested authority of the social. And this is 
indeed Martin's point of conflict, The son's duty to his 
father and his father's society is set against the lover's at¬ 
traction to Anne, and this conflict will, culminate in the 
film's final scene. It as the struggle between such causes 
that motivates most of the film's causal lines—e.g., Absa¬ 
lom's secret betrayal is revealed by Herlofs Marie, which in 
turn provokes Anne to learn of her mother's power; Mar* 
tin's deception of Absalon is played off against his social 
duty- 

Vet the film relies on causation of a third sort. If the 
social is defined as the Christian Church, the supernatural 
is necessarily defined as witchcraft, and as we would ex¬ 
pect, it occupies a problematic causal position. Our first 
impulse is to interrogate the film, What bestows upon Her* 
lots Marie the power to curse Laurentius and to prophesy? 
How does Anne achieve the power to "summon" Martin? 
Or to wish Absalon dead? It would be easy in go on at 
length about whether Anne has convinced herself of her 
power (a psychological reading) or whether she "really" 
has witchly powers fa symbolic reading), but this encloses 
us within the terms of the film's own operations, offering 


us no standpoint from which to grasp these operations, no 
alternative but to repeat in an endless play of ambiguity 
what the film itself "says." A remark of Fredric Jameson's 
is pertinent here: 

In matters of art, and particularly of artistic percept km, in 
other wr<t$, it is ttwng to mnt to decide, to mat to 
resolve a difficulty, what is wanted is a kind of mental 
procedure u’lrj'cfi suddenly shifts gears, which throws ev¬ 
erything in an inextricable tangle one floor higher, and 
turns the very problem itself {the obscurity of this sen¬ 
tence} fit to its otert siohi tfafl (the varieties of Obscurity) 
by widening its frame m such a tuny that it now takes fru 
i"f5 (Kim mental processes as well us the object of those pro¬ 
cesses. In the earlier, naive state, we struggle rerffi the ob¬ 
ject in question: in this heightened and self-conscious one, 
uv uitstfrw our oicftt struggle's and patiently set about 
characterizing them, 5 

We must, in other words, map the terms of the film's equiv¬ 
ocations, the conditions of its hesitations, its varieties of 
Obscurity. 

From this vantage point, the functions of the Super¬ 
natural as a cause become clearer. As In Vampyr, the super¬ 
natural is the Site of the narrative's causal excess: it 
constitutes an absent cause, the place of a hesitation about 
causes. In one sense, the supernatural motivates events 
which cannot be motivated by social or natural causes. 
Thus the supernatural often replaces purely psychological 
motivations. In another film, Absalon would inadvertently 
overbear Anne wishing he were dead, but here he is walk¬ 
ing home and feels “'as if Death brushed past me," In 
another film, Laurenlius might die of a guilty conscience, 
but here Iris death simply fulfills Herlofs Marie's curse. The 
supernatural, then, tends to obliterate personal psychol¬ 
ogy as a cause. 

The supernatural's force as a cause might be seen as 
motivated by a loose notion of realism. 1 have often heard 
people say of Day Of Wrath that the pervasiveness of witch¬ 
craft in the film is a reflection of the beliefs of the 
milieu depicted. h And it is true that the film,, set during the 
worst years of the European witch-hunts, relies on a gen¬ 
eral historical awareness of the Church's persecution of 
witches. More specifically, in 1575 the Danish Lutheran 
Niels Hemmtngsen published a treatise which so excor¬ 
iated witchcraft that King James of England found it au¬ 
thoritative. Certain events in the film are faithful to what 
wc know of the witch-craze. But what is significant is that 
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at crudal points Dreyer's film refuses to define a position 
with respect to the historical phenomenon of witchcraft, 
Gone is most of the paraphernalia of traditional tvitch-lore: 
the witch's ability to confound neighbors, the witches' 
sabbath, etc. {Compare Christensen's hteiew. 1 Although 
the apparatus of Church repression is well summarized in 
Laurentiui's interrogation, the film remains silent about 
the various causes which historians have proposed for the 
witch-craze (religious strife, the rise of the medical profes¬ 
sion, the retention of pagan religious customs). Similarly, 
it as true that Her lots Marte uses herbal remedies, but 
they are "herbs from under the gallows." The question of 
whether she is simply a lay healer or someone dabbling in 
magic ts left open. The film similarly refuses to specify 
why. in the first scene, a woman has sought out Herlofs 
Marie. Historically, "witches" often attended to peasant 
women, but we cannot know whether Herlofs Marie's 
client has come seeking medical or supernatural aid. The 
shifting status assigned to the supernatural blocks our read¬ 
ing it as a direct reflection of some historical reality. 

Indeed, w 0 must look at the supernatural as cause 
exactly because of its shifting status. The supernatural 
cause permits slippage and play between "natural" causes 
and sources of action which the film cannot overtly con¬ 
front. In Day of Wrath , whereas the Church stands in for 
the socioeconomic, the supernatural constantly merges 
with the sexual. Early in the film, the inquisition scene is 
presented as a theatre in which men watch the stripping 
and torture of Herlofs Marie. By the time that the presence 
of the supernatural has been motivated by Anne's dead 
mother arid Herlofs Marte, witchcraft becomes one side of 
the dialectic of natural'supematuml, the purpose of which 
is to displace perpetually the problem of woman's sexual- 
Liy A tale of intercourse and incest seeks to become a tale of 
the insoluble mystery of love and evil. But if never com¬ 
pletely succeeds, there is a steady shuttling to and fro. 

The principal tile of that shuttling is, of course, the 
character Anne. On the one hand,, her behavior incarnates 
the "natural": she flings herself into Absalom's arms, and 
she demands a child from Martin. Martin has thoughts but 
she has "dreams."' Sexuality is here identified as an organic 
natural drive for affection and procreation. But at the same 
time, sexuality as desire, and especially as violation of the 
social order, exceeds this natural position and becomes 
identified with supernatural power. {This, in fact, echoes 
the Church's position.; and at the close of the film, Martin 


can understand Anne's power over him only Q$ witchcraft,) 
All the questions we asked earlier indicate how the specific 
narrative consequences of Anne's actions are the result of 
the hesitation between these two strategies for deferring 
the problem of Anne's sexuality. Now let us try, as Jameson 
suggests, to characterize more closely how our oscillation 
between these strategies -s systematically produced by the 
film's m fse-ffE-smrf', 

There are, for instance, Anne's movements and cos¬ 
tumes, The film represents Anne's development through 
subtle shifts in the speed and rhythm of her movements. 
At the outset, Anne moves slowly and rigidly stopping 
often; her straightness is only broken when she bows 
to cry or rushes impetuously to embrace Absalom But 
she becomes less statuesque and more catlike, as when 
during the storm she glides around Martin in a si nun us 
spiral: eroticism mingles with the supernatural: her prowl 
through the darkened rectory connotes both voluptuous¬ 
ness and sorcery. A similar play is present m the use of 
costume, typical of Dreyer's sparse style, That I lerlofs 
Marie's flesh strikes us as shockingly naked recalls how- de¬ 
terminedly most characters here are covered by their 
clothes. Of this absence of skin Raymond Durgnat has re- 
marked: "All the respectable bourgeois citizens of Day of 
Wrath are clad in long black angular garments which en¬ 
case their bodies like coffins. They are all dead from the 
neck down ," 7 From the neck up, though, Anne blooms. 
Dreyer concentrates on slight alterations of Anne's collar, 
cap, and hair. We first see her wearing an angular black 
cap; Martin arrives as she is donning a white collar. At the 
rooming prayer scene, after her Invemaking with Martin, 
she wears a softly curving lace bonnet and a curving collar. 
By the time the couple sit in the tall grass, Anne is let¬ 
ting her curly hair hang free. This last development of 
naturalnessi'supematur&aness.'scxuality links her to the 
only other woman who wears her hair free—Herlofs 
Marte r the witch. 

Anne's costume changes serve primarily to draw' atten¬ 
tion to what Dreyer called "that landscape one can never 
be tired of exploring"—-the face. As In feanne d'Arc and 
Vampyr, the eyes define the face's expression. Glances hold 
the scenes together from shot to shot, and no glance mat¬ 
ters more than Anne's. I ler look in at once the sign uf 
natural love, the vehicle of her witchcraft, and the expres¬ 
sion of sexual desire- Martin's arrival marks, the motif: 
when he appears, Anne is looking in a mirror and she 
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turns and comes to him in a series of shots which stress the 
force of her gaze, That gaze is overtly discussed in segment 
XT. Mere to? asserts that Anne has her mother's dangerous 
eyes; Absaton. finds them "childlike— pure and clear' 1 '; 
Martin perceives them as harboring "a trembling, quiver¬ 
ing flame." For the characters and for us, Anne is a text to 
be deciphered, and her glances are the cues for us to 
"read" her in one wav or another. Again and again, a scene 
will be broken by inserted close-ups of her looking intent¬ 
ly at someone. The light falling across Anne's face insists 
on the eves; as she moves, shadows form a cowl around 
her glance. True, Mcrele and Absalom figures of authority, 
□re established by their penetrating looks (Morete is the 
first "looker" we encounter In the film,- fixing Anne in her 
scowl) and Absalon and Martin can, like Anne, even look 
without looking at anything Ln particular. But only Anne's 
eyes can break from the social exchange of glances into a 
lover's gaze or into the raptures of supernatural vision. 
When she summons Marlin, her back is to him; her eyes 
turn upward, staring {through the window? through the 
roof?) at something which we cannot see- (That same up¬ 
ward look will return at the end of the film, though to very 
different effect,) The eyes become invested not only with 
witchly fence but also, and especially, with sexual energy. 

The shadows enveloping Anne's face are part of 
another system which oscillates between "natural" love 
and "supernatural" force—that of the interior lighting of 
the film. We have already seen how much Day of Wrath 
owes to Dreyer's chamber-art qualities, but here Drover's 
lighting reaches a level of complexity not seen in It is earlier 
work. Sometimes light transforms a room so as to remind 
us of the world outside, as when sunlight filters through 
windows. But other chambers—Herlofs Marie's cottage, 
the torture chamber, the nocturnal rectory, the sacristy-—be¬ 
come steeped in a lighting marked as "supernatural." While 
Hollywood films after Cffiwn Kane often turned to the 
solid blacks and brilliant whites of arc-1amp illumination. 
Day i yf Wrath (presumably shut using incandescent lamps} 
employs a diffused lighting, a wide range of grays, and soft 
shadows that are dark without being opaque; the film is lit 
neither "high key" nor "low key" In fact, Dreyer generally 
avoids the Hollywood '"three-point" lighting system (the 
use of key, fill, and backlight on a figure, which is lit inde¬ 
pendently of the set as a whole). Instead, in Day of Wrath, 
the sets and figures are, for long shots, lit as a single unit. 
Seldom does any backlighting separate figure from ground 


(if backlighting is present, it edges only the face), and often 
there is no filler light either. Most noticeable is a general 
lack of motivation for lighting effects. For example,. Dreyer 
uses steep downward lighting for night scenes In the rec¬ 
tory. 'True, the Hollywood style often utilized high light¬ 
ing sources, but either cross! Lghts prevent our noticing the 
source or else the source is motivated {as window, skylight, 
or whatever). In Day of Wrath, although in "’realistic'" terms 
the illumination comes from candles, light slants sharply 
down from above, as if the rectory roof were perforated, 

Or as if the walls were transparent. For in Day of Wrath 
we discover a highly unclassieal lighting technique that 
would stay with Dreyer for the rest of his career: what we 
can call the "glowing-wall" technique. A soft light, from 
no apparent source, is spread across a wall, leaving an ir¬ 
regular darkness around if- But figures in front of the sur¬ 
face will cast no shadows on it, and indeed they wilt often 
be edge-lighted as if the light came ihnragti the wall. One 
result is to leave the edges of the shot as serrated as the 
masked and vignetted frames of Dreyer's silent films. Con¬ 
sider, for example, the film's second shot {fig. 13). with the 
glowing background behind the hand with the pen. But 
the more powerful consequence is the eradication of any 
realistic motivation for the illumination. What, for in¬ 
stance, creates the glowing walls of the torture chamber, as 
in the shot of Laurentius interrogating Herlofs Marte (fig. 
14)? In Herlofs Marte's house, one patch of light comes 
from the window, but what of the one on her hair (fig. IS)? 
(n Ordet and Gertrud, the glowing-wall technique will 
reappear, but it is significant that in Day vf Wrath such care¬ 
fully unmotivated lighting from above and "through" sur¬ 
faces functions to imbue the various chambers of the film 
with a supernatural aura. 

One should not infer from such area lighting, though, 
that a chiaroscuro is statically laid across the decor, like the 
traceries ;n Morocco or the web-motif in Sujpjcfmr. ln Day of 
Wrath, the blocks of light and darkness become visible only 
when a character passes through them. The steepness of 
many light sources is often not apparent in the static shot; 
figure movement is required to reveal the unexpected 
patches and angles of illumination. Even as simple a task 
as crossing a room or going to a door (figs. 16-17) becomes 
a stream of optical transformations, inducing the charac¬ 
ter to penetrate a three-dimensional network of darkness 
and light. This effect is most pronounced at night, when 
the rectory's volume is shot through with a light evoking 
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the supernatural, As Anne circles Martin, she passes 
through thicknesses of light and shadow which are never 
projected onto the floor but which endow her with an aura 
at once mysterious and sexual. 

Ths prominence of Anne’s eye* has a role within this 
system of unmotivated lighting, Often we see Anne's face in 
areas of Soft shadow. Sometimes she moves into shadow, 
motivating the illumination, Pet sometimes shadows flit un- 
certainly ac ross her face. Most explicit, of course, is the leaf- 
Shadow motif r During her flight, I Icrlofs Marte passes 
through the shade of a tree, whose tossing branches cast 
speckled shadows on her. Just before tier death, strapped to 
the ladder, she curses Absalon and the shadows of Leaves 
again fail across her face. This motit is transferred to Anne. 
When she calls Martin and when they hiss, the shadows of 
leaves tremble upon her face, yoking Herlofs Marie's super¬ 
natural powers to Anne's sexua Lity. The lea f shadow s become, 
as it were, the supernaturaLsexual "■’negative" image of the 
'"positive, natural" image of tree branches that dominates the 


lovers’’ first outing. By the penultimate sequencer shadows 
appear without any motivation whatsoever. Kneeling by Ab- 
salon's coffin. Anne swears to Martin that she did not kill 
Absalon, but as she does so, a dark shadow slides across her 
face, front no physical cause. In such moments, the face truly 
becomes a landscape, one which is transformed throu gh light¬ 
ing into a some; better, the face becomes the support for an 
overt "writing"' in light and shadow. 

hki Anne is. evidently the problem of the narrative. Al¬ 
though tradition urges us to read her actions as psychologi¬ 
cally motivated, the "absent cause" supplied by witchcraft 
displaces personal psychology The oscillation between, the 
natural and the supernatural should be seen as the film's 
strategy for postponing sexuality (yet, paradoxically, confront¬ 
ing it at every momen t, confronting it in the only terms the film 
can). But is the oscillation endless? En the final scene 
we find all the components of this hesitation—Anne's 
movements, her costume, her glances, her lighting, Aban¬ 
doned by Martin, she stands confronting Absalon's corpse 
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and, confesses that she killed him and ensnared his son 

with the aid of Sstert. Is her confession an adequate ninniu- 

sion7 "Is she a witch?" Has she collapsed, succumbed to 
society's determination to define natural desires, as super¬ 
natural wickedness? (As Bazin puts it: "'The despair at the 
end amid a* well indicate confession as a lie."'*) Or does 
psychology remain absent to the last? Does the film, 
that is, continue to hesitate between the natural and the 
supernatural to the very end? Or does it finally settle 
on a reading which places Anne, solves her? Before we 
can examine this complex final scene, we need to consider 
some aspects of the film which we have so far ignored. 


THE SCROLL 

The film begins without a credit sequence, only a title: 
Vredetis Dag in Gothic script, with a cross in shadowy 
superimposition. To a lugubrious melody a scroll unwinds 
up the screen. On the right side of the scroll is inscribed a 
text. On the left side of the scroll, a series of woodcuts de¬ 
picts the Day of Judgment: Christ dividing the earth, a city 
in flames, angels weighing souls, the jaivs of hell. The 
cress remains superimposed. Only after seven illustrations 
and seven verses does the scroll start to fade out over the 
beginning of the penultimate stanza: “Day of wrath, from 
the strap of Satan. . . “ 

We have already seen that Driver's films are built 
around such authorless texts, timeless messages addressed 
to no one in particular. They function most obviously as 
closure devices, and in Day of Wrath the scroll returns, ex¬ 
pectable a" the end, entirely unrolled, if$ text complete. 
But we have also seen,, in the early films, how such texts 
tend, to serve as an ahistorical determination of the film's 
structure, how the written word guides us in the reading 
of lire film. In Jeanne d'Arc, Dreyer sets in dialectical con¬ 
frontation, one such exemplary text-—the transcript of 
Jeanne's trial — with an altogether different medium — 
the film image itself—-to construct a tension between the 
dead social word and the living expressive word. In Vattyyr, 
the in lenities and the diegetically motivated book organize 
the film and transmute their authority into Gray's pro¬ 
phetic dreams- Day of Wrath bears all these tendencies. The 
scroll programs the ensuing film for us—-not only in its 
narrative unfolding but also by diagrammatically setting 
several representational systems against one another. 


The text of the opening immediately poses a problem. It 
both is, and is not, the Dies Irae, Vredens Dag r or Oay of 
Wrath, corresponds to the Latin "Dies Irae," and the music 
supplies the traditional Dies Irae melody. But the verses are 
not translations of the Latin poem which has come down to 
us. The film manages to draw upon the entire tradition of 
the Dies Jrae while presenting an unorthodox written text. 
(English-language prints have mistakenly translated the 
Latin poem and attached it to the illustrations,)^ A literal 
translation follows, accompanied by the appropriate 
woodcuts (figs. IS—24); 


DAY OF WRATH: WRITTEN TEXT 

1 . Day i.ijf IVttjfft, as the dark night 
groups hold of the ends of the earth, 

the sun stands, surrounded try darkness. 

2, Day of wrath will stand with sulfur, 
flames will fail upon us, 

the lively mstle of the world perish, 

.1, Day vf wrath with a t/tumferujis mouth 
lau'dibs us from the jiale slu-wiur 
rnmoEfna'S to wtf mtr galling moment. 

4, Day of wrath's trumpet frtoie 
calls the dead and the living 
open s the hollow lap of the gmve, 

5- Day of wrath, arranged % God, 
tf rr horrible .store of the Devil 

is shewn before the nwf of the Lord, 

6- Day of wrath breaks out the verdict: 
lightning shall press Smite like 

the sinful flow of their deeds. 

?. Day of wrath, O Sir them Stand 
small m grain fothm- his throne, 
dressed in shame and sinful desire. 

8, Day of wrath, from the strap of Satan 
lifts up the sin-hurdened Imly, 

the crushed send to Ikawn, 

9. Day of wrath, listen to lw penance, 
the sorrow's !\ohj flood of tears; 

Save us.. Jesus, by your blood. 
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The formal and thematic advantages of this version 
stand out obviously enough; line verses introduce motifs 
for use in the narrative to come. The light dark imagery 
(verse 1), the flames (2), the act of judgment (5). tine fear of 
damnation (■&}. and sinful desire (7) at] recur significantly in 
the ensuing film. The fudged souls stand before the throne; 
later Martin and Anne discuss whether Absalon is stand- 


23 

mg before God interceding for them. The last trumpet 
summons all souls, just as Anne's mother supposedly 
had the witch's power to call 'The quick and the dead." 
Numerous references prepare for the film's use of sound, 
especially tor that off-screen sound which will threaten 
Fierinfs Marte and Anne. From this standpoint, the verses 
establish the gloomy repressiveness of the Church in the 
film. But this addresses only the inscription; why the im- 
ages? .And why text, images, and music together? To gel a 
better purchase on the functions of these elements, we 
need to consider how they combine. 

First, the scroll unwinds a series of images and texts, 
and that series represents a chain of narrative events. The 
Story of the Last Judgment, as told in Revelation, is here 
"plotted" through the two channels of pictures and writ¬ 
ten language. As we would expect, the result conforms to 
the principles of narrative: events are linked chronologi¬ 
cally and causally. The first cause is supernatural, God 
T limself, Darkness falls, our vain civili/.atiun is destroyed, 
the East trumpet summons the living and the dead, souls 
Art 1 weighed, the verdict 3S given, and the damned are 
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shoveled into hell. Motifs, boih pictorial and verbal, stitch 
the vventH together; throughout, the semil makes the act of 
judgment into what Barthes calls an J 'action sequence/ 
ana Ly/able into discrete narrative segments. Even the 
music add^ narrative force. The melody has undergone so 
much quotation—-particularly in Romantic tone poems — 
that it now carries representational weight, irrestistably 
summoning up the day of judgment and the knell of dam¬ 
nation- All that the scroll lacks is narrative closure. Though 
we might think the events to have concluded with the act 
of judgment, the fact that the scroll continues unwinding, 
revealing a bit of another image and text (fig. 22) as the 
screen fades to black, promises more to come. 

Several consequences crowd upon us. Before tine film's 
own narrative has commenced., the Dies Irae scroll models 
for us another narrative operating on stable, unified prin¬ 
ciples. And as an already completed narration—like femme 
Vine's tnal transcript, the scroll is a finished object at the 
ve^ start—the scroll prepares us for Its return and com¬ 
pletion. W.aalcver the disparities of the narrative to come, 
then, the scroll places them within an integrated master- 
text. Like Vmtipyr, Dny of Wmth uses the authoritative word 
to hold localized ambiguities in check. 

The Dies Irae scroll programs another set of structures 
—sonic ones, The musical notation and the lumdiegetic 
orchestral accompaniment for the scroll's unwinding 
foreground the role of Sound, especially music, in the 
film to come- The musical implications of the Dies Irae are 
realized through its reinscription into the film's action. 
Though the scroll initially positioned it outside the film's 
narrative world, the Dies irae, as music and text, reappears 
:n the narrative. In the church, Anne and Martin pause to 
Listen to the boy choir rehearsing the Dies Irae in prepara¬ 
tion for the immolation. As the couple go out, the sequence 
ends with a shot of the musical score on the choirmas¬ 
ter's stand- Off screen r the boys' voices pipe; on screen, the 
shadow of the choirmaster's conducting hands falls across 
the sheet- At first glance, this would seem, to link the 

Church to she transcendent position of the scroll. But Im¬ 
mediately Lie soundtrack cancels the possibility of reading 
this performance as ^socially spiritual. For as the shot of 
the sheet music dissolves, the sound of the rrext sequence 
bleeds over into this shot, and IlcrMs Marie's anguished 
shriek is "conducted'' by the choirmaster, completely syn¬ 
chronised with his cues and tempo. That scream given the 
fie to the rehearsal's complacent piety. ("I hear tier shrieks 


all the time," Anne has remarked earlier.) Though the Dies 

Irae melody is first identified as transcendent, the sound¬ 
track places the performance firmly within the repressive 
social mechanism. 

The Dies Irae reappears at the immolation of Herlofs 
Marie, a sequence which points up the functions of sound 
in the construction of the film.. Off-screen noises, the plas¬ 
tic textures and timbres of the sound, and fhe dense poly¬ 
phonic mesh of dialogue, music, and noise, make the se¬ 
quence the performance of an ensemble piece, an oratorio 
for choir, bell, flames, and female soloist, 

At the start of the sequence, the image track lays out the 
scene through glances, from the rectory loft, Anne 
watches Herlofs Marie brought out. Martin declines to 
watch the immolation and comes to join Anne as she turns 
from the window. Mo establishing shots define the charac¬ 
ters' positions; the setting and the relationships are indi¬ 
cated through cutting and camera angle. Nine shots of 
Anne, the looker, alternate with eight shots of various ob- 
lects of her glance, As Anne views Herlofs Marie, Dreyer 
adheres to her point of view through eye!me matches and 
high-angle compositions of the old lady and Lauren tins. 
Anne looks to screen left, and we see the elders looking on 
as Martin rises and Leaves. Anne's eyes follow Martin's walk 
across the courtyard and then return to Herlofs Marie, 
now hound to a ladder. Distraught, Anne turns away 
goes to a seat, and will watch no more, As a whole, the 
sequence of her witnessing these events is bracketed, 
front and end, by two full shots from inside the loft. Al¬ 
though point of view is no longer subjective in the remain¬ 
der of the sequence, the scene continues to build upon the 
spatial premises established in this early phase- 

Cutting and angle of view do not, however, overwhelm 
Ihe soundtrack, This early phase of the scene is accom¬ 
panied by three sonic lines which become the ground bass 
of the sequence. As Anne enters the loft, we hear the one 
sound that will continue through the entire sequence; the 
muffled tolling of the or i -screen chu relabel]. Monotonously 
steady, the bell articulates a metric pulse' for all successive 
■'melodies/ As Anne appears at the loft window, we hear 
the sound of the cnlooking crowd, now a soft babble. 
(Handled in Bressonian fashion, this crowd remains off 
screen during the entire scene.) In the next stmt, the smoke 
and flame of the stake crackle on the soundtrack, to remain 
menacingly audible fur the rest of the .sequence. Three 
shuts, three sonic lines. Moreover, all are noises issuing 
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from a source within the scene's space and thus all im¬ 
plicitly define spatial relationships. The two channels, 
image and sound, complement each other: the shots por¬ 
tray loft, yard, ciders; the sounds evoke the onlookers and 
the bell tower; onlv the shot of the stake and the sound of 
the flames duplicate information between channels. When 
Martin joins Anne in the toft and the crowd's clamorous 
chants and the sound of the flames vanish, the pause is not 
there merely' for verisimilitude: the brief quiet helps de¬ 
marcate the end of the scene's initial phase. Henceforth the 
couple will only hear what occurs outside; their refusal to 
look stresses the action's sheerly sonic sigmficance- 

The scene's second phase centers, on Herlofs Marie's 
shrill arguments with Laurentius and Absalom Lashed to 
the ladder, she demands to speak with Absalom He ig¬ 
nores her threats to denounce Anne, and as he prays the 
executioners lift the ladder. Visually, this section of the 
scene parallels the initial phase. A pair of identical shots 
{Herlofs Marie from a high-angle long shot) bracket the 
segment. Within the segment, shots of the characters alter¬ 
nate. Herlofs Marte replaces Anne as the point-of-view char¬ 
acter: four shots of her looking alternate with four shots 
of Absalon approaching her, hands folded in prayer. 

Sonitaliy, the initial!v introduced elements continue 
and become the background for new "lines." After the 
pause with Anne and Martin In the loft, the crowd's chant 
and the flames return as constant off-screen noises. 
Against this dense fabric, the character's dialogue stands 
out, and it, too, develops in markedly acoustic terms. Her¬ 
lofs Marti* tells Laurentius to fetch Absalon. Laurentius: 
"What for?" Herlofs Marie, louder: "I want to speak to 
Absalon!" Laurentius; "Can you denounce someone?" 
Herlofs Marie, shouting: "! ivant fa speak to AXmlont" Lau¬ 
rent jus's off-screen questions, and Herlofs Marie's request, 
thrice iterated, throw into relief her act of speaking and its 
Steadily increasing volume. As the accompanying frame 
enlargements (tigs. 25—36) and sound chart indicate, this 
phase of the sequence concludes on an even stronger and 
sharper increase in volume and pitch. To Absaton's indif¬ 
ference, Herlofs Marie shakes her fist at him, and shrieks 
that she will denounce Anne (shot 162, fig. 25). Absalon 
does not reply, but the soundtrack answers her: In the next 
Shut (165, fig- 26), the off-screen flames hiss and bark even 
mure loudly and, while the crowd murmur continues, 
other voices begin to shout: "Lift—her — up! Lift — her - 
up!" The executioners bend to the task and start to raise 
the ladder (shot 164, fig. 27). 


The final phase of the sequence carries the sound- 
image relations to a paroxysmal climax, playing upon leaps 
in pitch, abrupt silences, clashes of tone qualities, and—as 
we would expect'—the reappearance of the Dies Irae. Now 
the flames appear against the background of the church 
(shot 165, fig. 28), creating a juxtaposition that will soon be 
commented upon by the sound track. In shot 166 (fig. 29), 
Herlofs Marte i§ raised, slowly arcing up out of the frame, 
and as she rises not only does her voice jangle against the 
darker, lower tones of the off- screen chanting but her 
screams rise In pitch, synchronized with her upward 
movement. Absalon, fuming and making the abrupt ges¬ 
ture of the conductor giving the downbeat, suddenly cues 
a new sonic element. On a cut, silence. The babble, the 
shouts, and the flames are gone. 

Earlier, as Martin left the churchyard, the choirboys 
were brought in, filling the frame which he vacated. Mow 
they begin to sing the Dies Irae (shot 167. fig. 30), Their 
high, sweet tones abruptly cancel the harsher shrieks of 
the old woman. The camera, pans across the boys to the 
choirmaster, and as he comes into view, an off-screen 
adult chorus—never firmly anchored diegebcally—accom¬ 
panies the boy choir. Here the first two lines of the Dies 
Irne are linked to the circumstances of performance, but 
immediately they begin to function In a fashion charac¬ 
teristic of the sound's attempt throughout the film lo 
undercut the social sanctity of the Church- For the next 
shot (168, tig, 31) repeats the image of stake and church, 
but the off-screen song links the execution of Herlofs Marte 
to the Last Judgment, when the sun. is "surrounded by 
darkness ” This hesitation, between the Dies Ira* sung 
diegeticaKy (in the scene) and nondiegeHeady (the adult 
choir commenting upon the action) will dominate the last 
few shots. 

AbsaIon's stabbing gesture, decisively signaling silence 
and cueing the choir, has bared the performative, musical 
construction of the scene, As this ensemble piece draws to 
a close, the soloist launches into her final passage, against 
the accompaniment of the reverberant beat of the bell, the 
rasp of the flames, and the choir's song, The executioners 
stand poised (shot 169, fig, 32), and Absalon again gestures 
downward sharply, cueing the scene's final passage. The 
executioners push the ladder over. 1 lerMs Mart* claws at 
the air and topples into the flames (shot 170, fig. 33). Just as 
her upward arc was duplicated by the panicky rise in pitch 
other shrieks, so as she falls her scream plunges down the 
scale. 
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BELLS 

CROWD 

FLAMES 

SHOUTS 

IJOYS r 

ADULT 

PICTURE 

DIALOGUE 

(off) 

m 

m 

(off} 

CJ lOlK 

CHOIR (off} 


162. Marti 1 looks left, shaken Absalon (off): 

fist (fig. 25). , . sin/'' 

Matte: J, 3 will 

denounce 
Anne, do you 
hear?" 

163. Absalom hands 
clasped (fig- 26). 

J <v4. Fhgh ingle. Mon bond 
to Lift Matte up 

(fig- 27). 

]65- Cross dames. and 
church (Jig. 2HL 


"'Lift her up] 
Lift her up I 1 " 
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PICTURE 


DIALOGUE 


lfin, The men push the 
ladder up (fig. 29). 


.Abvnlnn gestures 
rightward. 


167. Choirboys. Pan right to 
Leader (fig. 30). 

16 B. Cross, flames, and 

church (fig. 311. 

169. Man supports ladder; 
one turn^ right. Pan 
with him to re fra me 
Absakm. He makes, a 
sharp downward 
gesture 3 . Man turns, 
back and with other** 
topple ladder (tig. 32). 

370. Pan, arcing down as 
Mstrte topples into tire 
(tig- 33). 

171. Anno moves to Martin; 
they embrace (tig. 34). 

172. Pan up from flames to 
church steeple and 
smoke (tig. 33). 

fade Out 
fade in 

173. End of documerit; "On 
this day. when nature 
sang the praises uf our 
Lord, the sinner 

He riots Marie expiated 
hef crimes ill the stake. 
In m bi |Orem gloriam 
Dei' F I tig. 36 L 


Marie: " You 
shall suffer 
for this!" 
(goes off 
screen) '"The 
Devi] will get 
you. you 
hvpcn"rfh. L r 
YLiu liar! 1 " 

(Off) 

screaming. 


srnwfrr 


BELLS CROWD FLAMES 

(Off) loffl (off} 


fade nid Jmfv out 


SHOUTS BOVS' ADULT 
(off) CHOIR CHOIR (off) 


Day of wrath, as 
the dark night grasps 
hold of the ends of 
the earth. 

The sun, . , 

(off) . , , stands 
Surrounded by 
darkness. - . - 
(off) Day of wrath With 
Sulfur. , , , 

(off) . . , will stand. 

(off) Flames will fall 
upon us. The 
lovely. . . . 

(off) . . . castle of the 
world will perish.. 
Day uf w rath wit h 
thunderous 
mouth . . „ 


(off). . . awakes us 
from our pale 
slumber, , ■ ' r 


Her last "solo’' is accompanied hv the second verse of 
the Dies Irae. The verbal image of sulphur supplements the 
flames we see in shot 170. Her death issimieally re-marked 
bv a shot (17l, fig. 34) of Anno embracing Martin in the 
loft — their responses based wholly on the sound of the 


scream—and Anne's sobs are as abruptly juxtaposed to 
the old woman's voice as the boy choir's song had been. 
While we see Anne and Martin, oil screen the choir sings, 
"Flames will fall upon uh.' r The line links not only to the 
execution and to Anne's future in witchcraft ("Send me to 
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the stake aod Anne will follow"), "Flames will fall upon 
ns/' said *.he scroll: the Apocalypse will spare no one, all 
souls will be judged. Through the cutting and the addition 
of the adult chorus, the verse is freed from its source in the 
action, and turns against the society depicted, Such a turn 
concludes the sequence: while the camera pans up the 
church steeple from the stake (shot 172, tig. 15), we hear 
the prediction that "the lovely castle uf the world [willl 
perish" on God's Day of Judgment. And the steady pulse 
of the bell throughout it all is referred to in the next verse 
about the Judgment Day's "thunderous mouth": the term 
used (nfalme-mimdi carries in Danish the connotation of 
church bells, The Dies Irae sung % the Church, thus 
"generalized," becomes a condemnation of and warning 
addressed to the Church. 

But the sound does nnt cease until after the sequence 
has been v.Titten up, translated into the official record (shot 
173,. fig. 36). Absalon's account of the immolation not only 
again foregrounds the musical-ensemble aspect of the 
saw but also signals the desire to define nature as an ex¬ 
tension of the social will, to encompass it in a careful de¬ 
scription. "On this day when nature sang the praises of 
©ur Lord , . But w« have seen that it i& not nature but 
society that conceives this as a laudable day, and we have 
also seen :hat the friction between the Dies Irae and the 
images already works against a literal, supplementary rela¬ 
tionship,. And even now, the words heard over Absalon's 
writing (the Day of Wrath "awakes us from our pale 
slumber") identify the community as the object of forth¬ 
coming judgment. The succeeding line, left tacit,, is "an¬ 
nounces to us our bitter moment," opening into the phase 
nf the film involving Anne. 

What has happened, then, to the Dies Irae? Defined ini¬ 
tially on the scroll as outside the diegetic world of the film, 
it enters the narrative only to he pried loose from a secure 
univocal meaning. The hoys rehearse it, but what the con¬ 
ductor conducts are Her,lots Marte's screams, In the im¬ 
molation scene, the Dies Irae begins as part uf the Social 
matrix, but the editing and the uncertain placement of 
the un*men adult chorus push the piece into a more ab¬ 
stract, commentative role By the end of the immolation, 
the? Dies. Ir.ie has again become an asocial! master text, an 
echo of the unrolling scroll, in which we read the vanity 
and repress! veness of the social formation. 

The presence of text, image, and sound in the opening 
scroll does one more thing, It puls on exhibit (wo pairs of 


representational systems—written language and musical 
notation on the one hand and images and sounds on the 
other. In the Dies Irae prologue, these systems harmtrni/je 
in an asocial, ^historical transcendence. Music, pictures, 
and words determine each other, each nne paralleling the 
others. The ensuing film, however, shatters this harmony, 
revealing disparities and frictions among these systems. 
Within the narrative world that we see, writing becomes 
radically differentiated from images and speech., the 
former being generally identified with the frozen sterility 
of the social world, the latter elements being associated 
with the more vital experience of natural and supernatural 
fLitres. The interaction of these representational systems is 
traceable within Day of Wrath*& narrative structure. 

After the scroll has faded out, the narrative begins with 
the writing of a text, Whereas the Dies Irae text is already 
written, its production unknown to us, this other text is 
presented as undergoing the act of production (the film's 
second moving image is of the quill dipped in the inkpot), 
This text is not the authorless, a historical Dies Irae but a 
dated and signed document Stating that Hyriofs Marty, 
denounced as a witch, must he seized and brought to 
court. Eminently social writing: the shots emphasize not 
the author as individual (we see only a hand guiding the 
pen) hut the act of inscription as a pro forma ritual. As in 
Varner, such written texts are interspersed through Dtiy of 
Wrath's narrative—five insertions in alt, cooperating with 
the alternating division of scenes—but the functions of the 
texts are nut as entirely predictive as such texts are in the 
earlier film - These writings stand as what Fernando l .a/urn 
Carreter calls "literal messages" or "ritual language," 
These are public records, lacking a definite addressee and 
aimed at preservation; other examples are contracts, edicts, 
and funerary inscriptions. 1,1 Literal messages are meant to 
last, to certify for the future how an event ticcured. They 
tacitly claim to report specific happenings adequately and 
objectively. The question iit Day of Wrath is: how ade¬ 
quately and objectively? 

Social writing is seen as inadequate because (unlike the 
book Vfoffppyre) it misinterprets or distorts what it reports. 
Immediate I v after thy docurnvnt announces the public de¬ 
nunciation, we see the accused herself, as Herlnfs Matte 
gives her customer a potion. Off screen the chants and 
hells signal the approach of the witch hunt. The old 
woman, terrified, flees through her home into her barn 
and out through her pigsty. Already, albeit minimally, the 
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detached language of the writ has been set against concrete 
human behavior. Narratively, the formal certainty of the 
document is qualified by an ambiguity: whether or not 
Hetlofs Marie's sorcery works, people seek her out to try 
it Stylistically the abstract treatment of the act of writing is 
counterposed to the spatially and temporally concrete ac¬ 
tion of Heriofs Marie. A single shot renders the entire 
scene, with a lateral and parallel camera movement follow¬ 
ing her through her home: her prolonged pause after hear¬ 
ing the belt foregrounds the passage of time, as does the 
camera movement itself. In sum, though the text does not 
Specifically seek to record the actions we see and hear, 
Drever has by juxtaposition of document to scene brought 
out that opposition between the abstract social mechanism 
of writing and a concrete, spatially and temporally "lived 1 ' 
experience. 

In the course of the film, the social nature of such 
documents becomes more and more specified. The second 
text, like the first. Is relatively on localized narratively: it 
orders Absalrm to win over the soul of Heriofs Marie. 
Causally, it motivates the ensuing scene {segment VI) in 
the sacristy. As a text, the declaration functions in the ma¬ 
chinery of the Church's judicial process, defining a struc¬ 
ture of social roles. And again wt> are forced to compare the 
text's expression with the scene that we witness; the let¬ 
ter's drab pieties, ordering that Absalon "exhort her to con¬ 
fess the full truth, that she may not die without penance,” 
are given the he by Absalon r s suppression of the truth 
about Anne's mother. 

The conclusion of the sequence in the torture chamber 
(segment VII) becomes a still more penetrating demonstra¬ 
tion of how inadequate social, writing is to the concrete 
event. The film's third written text, which ends the se¬ 
quence, explicitly purports to sum up the action. Heriofs 
Marie has been subjected to strappado, scrutinized by the 
elders, and badgered by Laurentius, but, the record curtly 
notes: "After having denied it, and after being put to the 
question, 3 lerlofs Marie freely surrendered to the benevo¬ 
lent abjurations and preaching of the Saints' College and 
freely admitted to having taken part in sorcery and black 
magic." The social ceremony of writing is at Last precisely 
located: Absalon walks slowly to the scribe and signs the 
document, attesting to its adequacy. Vet we have earlier 
seen Absalon conceal the truth about Anne's mother and 
I lerlofs Marie's knowledge of it; what authority cart his 
signature have now? A wedge has been definitively driven 


between the concrete event and its transcription. Written 
language must now be doubted; its very inadequacy, in 
fact, makes it a valuable social toot. It seems to record, to 
preserve ritual, documents, when it actually represses, 

The repressiveness of the "literal message" is finally 
and Ironically specified after the immolation, "On this 
day/' writes a pen on a page, "when nature sang the 
praises of our Lord, the wicked Heriofs Marte expiated her 
crimes at the slake. In majorem gloriam Dei." The writing 
is socially specified when the next shot reveals Absalon as- 
the author. He has. concealed the truth from his peers and 
now the only record of the event is his "literal message," 
Inadequate and unfaithful, his account becomes the final 
and definitive instance of the social repressiveness of writ¬ 
ing. When Absalon solemnly places the pen in its inkpot, 
the gesture parallels that of the hand taking up the pen at 
the film's beginning, and simultenuously doses the series- 
of written documents that runs through the first third of 
the film. 

What opposes social and inadequate writing? Speech 
and images. The transitional element is the poem, When 
Martin arrives, Absalon begins to read from a book a song 
about a maiden and an apple tree: "A maiden she sat in an 
apple tree, 1 A lad he chanced to pass by, , . Martin com¬ 
pletes it: "She stretched—the bough :t bended’Within his 
arms she landed." The verse of course functions as another 
determining prophetic text, preparing for the alliance be¬ 
tween Martin and Anne. The poem, also, significantly, is 
never shown, only recited. Delivered from the constraints 
of the document, the poem enters into a living circuit of 
communication among the characters. Later, after Martin 
and Anne haw committed adultery, Anne asks permission 
to read from the Bible and selects the Song of Songs: "I am 
the rose of Sharon and the lily of the valley. Like the lily 
among thorns, so is my beloved among the daughters. As 
the apple tret* among the trees of the wood, so is mv be¬ 
loved among the sons. [ sal down under his shadow. . . " 
Anne transmutes the scriptural word into the living word, 
an expression of tier new vitality and voluptuousness. So 
concrete have the texts become that sire can cite them 
later —lirst. the Song of Songs while she and Martin sit in 
file grass; later, more ambiguously, "the song about the 
two of lls" white the ample await Ab.saLon's return to the 
rectory. Thus against social Writing and the notated Dies 
Irae are set the recitation of the Song of Songs and the 
apple-tree folkso ng. 


right 
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the most powerful contrast to social writing remains, 
however, the system of embedded images that dominates 
the latter two-thirds of the film. 3f Absalom tends to be 
identified with the written, Anne is identified with the pic¬ 
torial. First, shose?i?s. The first half of the film emphasizes 
Anne as witness during Absalom's interrogation of Herlofs 
Marie and during the immolation. In these sequences, the 
film's omniscient point of view is suspended in order to 
channel narrative information through Anne's eyes. And 
Anne's first encounter with Martin, as we have neen, relies 
upon her sighting of him, as conveyed through her glance 
in a mirror and eyeline-mateh cutting. Indeed, her first 
poinbof-vicw shot (and th*; first in the film) enmeshes 


39 


Martin in a grid, puls him into a composition (fig. 37). This 
initiates Anne's second role: she mates images. Her em¬ 
broidery depicts a woman, back coyly turned, walking 
down a flowered path. When Anne sits before it, her 
glance installs Martin in the pictorial matrix of the nee¬ 
dlework, thus linking his face to the woman's body (figs. 
38-39). When her pattern for the embroidery Is later re¬ 
vealed, we find that Martin had held the place designed for 
the image of a child. Indeed, the images of Martin and 
Anne on either side of her embroidery rack reproduce those 
replicas of artists sighting through grids in order to con¬ 
struct correct perspective upon a picture plane (fig. 40). 
The lovers are bound io each other in and through tEie 
relations of pictorial representation. 

Throughout the film, Anne stitches image to image, 
drawing surrounding elements into the unfurling fabric of 
representation. In the scene at the river (segment Xllt), she 
points out a tree to Martin, But we see only the tree's re¬ 
flection. "It yearns after its own reflection In the water. The 
reflection and the tree cannot be sundered" {fig. 41}. The 
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most direct reft're nee is to the couple themselves, vet the 
remark and the image lay bare the film's conception of 
pictorial representation. First, the image is a reflection of 
the real, bound to it immediately in a way that social writ¬ 
ing cannot he. Second, the image expresses vital human 
trcistn; for Martin, it is "bowed in sorrow, it grieves over 
us"; for Anne, it is bowed "in longing." Reference and ex¬ 
pression, reflection of reality and revelation nt feeling: the 
image enjoys a privileged relation to the world iind the 
human that writing, locked within its frozen ceremonies 
and routines, cannot attain. That the ceuple disagree about 
how to read the image's expressiveness only reminds us of 
the films insistence on the undoridability of the causes of 
actions. And that the images link to the recited passages 
from the folk song and the Song of Songs [motifs of flow¬ 
ers, trees, seduction, fertility) is to be expected; if writing is 
duplicitous and socially repressive, the image is located 
outside social constraint, being a sheer effect of nature. 

Logically enough, the last image that Anne creates is 
explicitly paralleled to social writing. While the storm tears 
pt the rectory, Anne is inside drawing a picture (fig. 42), 
using a quill pen and inkpot similar to that used by the 
authorities and Absalom. The image condenses the earlier 
motifs— hke the woman and child, it is a pattern for 3ter 
embroidery; like the folksong, the Sung of Songs, and the 
reflection in the water, it represents an apple tree; like all 
the others, this image manifests a natural expressivity, re¬ 
vealing Anne's love for Martin: "My apple tree has only- 
one blossom." Significantly, just as Martin could not grasp 
the meaning of the tree's reflection, so now he sees the 
drawing as depicting a pear tree. And his allegiance to the 
social is immediately confirmed after Anne has left the par¬ 
lor; we next see him seated at 3ier table, thoughtfully writ¬ 
ing (fig- 4:1). 

It is only in the context of the interplay of represen¬ 
tational systems which is initiated by the Hies Irae scroll 
and sustained through the ensuing film that we can now 
return to consider the final scene of Dm/ of Wrath, Not only 
does this last scene display, mierocosirtically. the interac- 
tLun between narrative Coherence and disruptions which 
were examined in the tirst part of the chapter, but it also 
indicales the crucial relation between the narrative's pat¬ 
terning and the representational systems- 

The scene is this. Singing choirboys circle the room and 
file out past the Church elders, Merete, Absalon's bier. 


Anne, and Martin. Martin thanks those assembled and 
makes the formal declaration of Absalon's death. A priest 
takes over the ceremony but is interrupted by Merete, who 
accuses Anne of murder and witchcraft. Martin shrinks 
from Anne and goes to his grandmother's side. Anne is 
asked to swear on the coffin that she did not kill Absalom 
S-he starts to swear, but stops and confesses that she killed 
him "with the help of the Evil One." After a shot of her at 
the bier, the image returns to the scroll with which the film 
began, and the final verses unwind and fade out, leaving 
only the cross design. In a final gesture, onto the top of the 
cross fade two sloping bars (fig. 44). 

[n the course of the Last sequence, Space is mapped 
characteristically. Alternating editing sets, first, Martin 
against the elders, then Merete against Anne and Martin, 
and finally Anne against all the rest, The "circular" rrdsc- 
err-setw reappears first in the form of the tracking shot (the 
camera moves laterally following the boys around the 
room) and laier in the ping-pong panning shots which link 
Martin and Anne, on one side of the coffin, with Merete on 
the other side, The Cutting also establishes the film's 
characteristic variety of orientations to a zone of action- 
The setting is in fact the sacristy (ihe locale of Herlofs 
Marte's first interview with Absalon in segment VI/t) and 
the boys go out. the door through which Anne had peeped 
during that interview Generally the camera stays on one 
side of the action (as in the rectory scenes), so the eyelines 
are invariably true, but when the cloth covering Absalon's 


44 


DAY OF WRATH 139 


coffin is pe«?1<?d back, the orientation shifts 18CP to show his 
face, and this shot is alternated with a medium shot of 
Anne's face. Moreover, the framing and cutting at the end 
of the scene establishes Anne as even more isolated than in 
the rest oa the film, her figure floating against the glowing 
white walls. 

The narrative functions of the final scene in supplying 
a certain closure are evident. What must be examined is 
how the scene and the epilogue handle the problem which 
Anne poses for the narrative, the slide between the natural 
and the supernatural in relation to sexuality. 

The frame of reference remains initially social. In this 
chamber a church ritual is enacted; the gathered elders 
again form an audience for a public ceremony, the theatri¬ 
cality of the scene stressed by the most stark tableaux in the 
film. Moreover the social nature of the group is defined by 
the plethora of father-images. While off screen Martin 
says, "‘God gave me a father," we see the stern. Intently 
listening elders, their faces encircled with replicas of Ab¬ 
salom's stiff collar. Most important of all, Martin's speech 
offers, tor the first time in the film, a spoken "literal 
message," an articulated "document." (It is perhaps for this 
reason that the film omits showing Absalon pronouncing 
the last rites over Lauren tius.) Dreyer makes the aural na¬ 
ture of the act apparent by diction (Martin's "One word 
more . . . " Merele's "I will speak now") and by a shot of 
a listener cupping has hand to his ear. Martin now swears, 
fomiulaically, that Absalon died of natural causes; thus 
Speech, earlier an articulation of the natural, is surrendered 
to social constraint. 

The sm ial frame of reference, though, does not mean 
that the hesitation of Anne's sexuality has stopped. All the 
signs of that hesitation rush in, The costumes eliminate 
more flesh than ever before—even hands are hardly vis¬ 
ible—but six dose-ups pinpoint Anne’s face, with hoed 
and lighting emphasizing her expression and her eyes. Her 
reactions to Martin’s speech, to Merete's denunciation, to 
Martin's withdrawal are manifested solely through eyes 
and lips, She is asked to swear. As she stands over the 
corpse of her husband, her face is wrapped in a shadow. 
Appropriately the last two cuts of the scene are eyeline 
matches, relaying our attention from her glance to Absa¬ 
lom s face and back again. Thus by the time she speaks, the 
first time in the scene, we are already enmeshed in an 
interplay of the natural and supernatural, the slippage of 


sexuality. Even now, the film refuses to stop the oscillation 
between die two poles, 

What happens next propels the film onto a new level, 
In the penultimate image, a seventy-five-second medium 
Shut with only eyes and lips moving, Anne is made to tran¬ 
scend altogether the terms of the film's hesitation. Looking 
down at Absalon, she makes her confession, shadows en¬ 
circling her face. With Anne, speech keeps its expressive 
status ("So now you have your revenge , . ."), but like 
Martin's address to the elders, Anne's speech has a social 
addressee—the (dead) father, what Julia Kristeva calls 
"the paternal function as support of all unity: unity of 
naming, unity of society" 1l Her confession acknowledges 
the terms of the social, but these will scum he surpassed. 
After a pause, she looks left and slightly downward—-at 
Martin?-—and says; "I see you through my tears, but no 
•one comes to wipe them away" The statement recalls the 
moment after she had first summoned Marfan and he had 
brushed off her tears. More important, the blockage of vi¬ 
sion starts to sever her from the terms of representation 
and of sight that have defined both her natural and super¬ 
natural roles. A solo boy soprano is heard, nondiegetically. 
on the soundtrack. The erotic problem Is being tran¬ 
scended through a decisive repudiation of the narrative 
dialectic of social versus natural, natural Versus super¬ 
natural. Anne shuts her eyes and slightly smiles- Stock¬ 
still, she opens her eyes and slowly raises them. Anne has 
done this once before, in summoning Martin, but now "no 
one comes." The look, at nothing, breaking once and for all 
from the ga/esof the social and natural worlds, defines her 
entry' into a new realm 

Immediately, a representational system comes in to 
complete the surpassing of the narrative problem, and it is 
that asocial, atemporal, now asexual system of the Dies 
Irae. The scroll, interrupted in the prologue at the moment 
of Lis greatest despair (the sinners stand before the throne 
to be judged for their "shame and sinful desire"), con¬ 
cludes itself with an abrupt gesture of blessing (iigs. 23- 

24): 

Day of wrath, from Safair's strap 
lifts up the sin-burdened body, 
fire crushed soul, to Heave ir. 

Day of wrath. listen to our penance, 
the somxe's holy flood of team; 

$azv ms, ferns, by your blood. 
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The image supplementing the firs! verse shows the rcpen- 
tent soy I carried hi Heaven; the second shows m?n and 
women kneeling at the font of the cress. The movement 
is to grant mercy, to absolve .. . , what? WJirtfmT Anne him 
done, The question of whai she Jars done —our questions 
about her powers and her motives, in short our (and the 
film's) hesitations—arc negated and surpassed by fiat. The 
Dies Irae, the voice outside the film, in its harmony of 
image, language, score notation, and music—a represen¬ 
tation always present., representation outside contradic¬ 
tion—"solves” Anne. 

When the Scroll has completely unwound, it fades out, 
Wd the cross that has been superimposed over fi remains. 
The final scene has been crowded with cross images, all 
identified as part of the social panoply of the Church; but 
this last cross hovers in an eternal fixity. Situated in the 
before-and-after of full presence, the cross is the stopping 
point of meaning, the single model from which the scroll 
issues. A final movement identifies the film's conclusion 
with this ultimate end of meaning: the cross becomes the 
witch emblem. Since this latter motif had original I v ap¬ 
peared in the scene of Herlofs Marie's immolation, its re¬ 
currence signifies the close of the narrative: Anne is burnt. 
But the final figure is also stressed as a variant of the cross. 
Like the last sequence of Lrr Aassfon dc Jeanne d Arc, which 
halts the film at the reiteration of Jeanne s sanctity and 
treats the stake as a rough version of the cross., the ambiva¬ 
lent emblem completes the transformation of Anne into a 
holy witch, but, in contrast to Jeanne d'A re, this transforma¬ 
tion occurs cud side the film, in a realm which transcends the 
narrative world and its problems of causality. A credit se¬ 
quence would disturb this transcendence bv repo&itinning 
it within sociality; and so no credits appear. Authorless, 
outside time. Day of Wrath, like the Dies Irae scroll which it 
' performs," purports to come from nowhere. 


PROBLEMS OF RHYTHM 

AS! of the foregoing has necessarily spread out the film for 
dissection. But besides the problems thrown up by its nar¬ 
rative, Day of Wrath confronts US with another difficulty, 
L>ne we have encountered before but in rather different 
form: the problem of reading the film perceptually. In 
Jeanne d'Are and Vatnpy r, narrative intelligibility is put into 
question through spatial and temporal disjunctions, Pay 


of Wrath, possessing an already problematic narrative, is 
much more continuous spatially and temporally. Yet it in¬ 
itiates a problem of legibility that tv ill return through the 
rest of Drever's career: that of rhythm. Day of Wrath is a 
slow film. 

Just how slow it seemed initially may slip our minds. 
I'odav tiie film is readily watchablc [it presaged the tempo 
of the l%fJs"art film"), but we should remember that in its 
day many audiences found it intolerable. The Danish press 
criticized h so harshly that Dreyer was forced to defend its 
Jmgueurs. "A macabre screen melodrama in slow motion/' 1 
wrote one American observer. "The bridging passages 
have a way nf dragging, particularly for audiences geared 
to the staccato pan- of Hollywood, offerings." 1 - Bosley 
Crowlher asserted: “The tax of his slow and ponderous 
tempo upon the average person's time is a rather presump¬ 
tuous imposition for any motion picture artist to make/' 11 
Apparently Dm ofWmiJi was the Gertrud of 1943.. 

Since film rhythm is a matter of patterned duration, we 
can distinguish durations in a narrative film at no less than 
seven levels. First, there is the duration consumed in ac¬ 
complishing a story event. (It takes teas than a second to 
fine a pistol but years to learn to sing opera.) Second, there 
is the duration of the story' events as rendered in the plot. 
How much time is granted these mills in presentation? 
{Does the pistol shot last twenty minutes as presented 
in the plot? Does the woman learn to sing opera in a mon¬ 
tage sequence lasting a few seconds?} Third, there is tire 
duration; betuven story events. Evidently, if the situation 
changes precipitously from minute to minute, a different 
rhythm will result than if the situation drags on for years 
without a ripple. Fourth, there is the duration between 
story events as presented in the pilot A film's tempo will 
often be speeded up by the elimination of the "dead time" 
or negligible filler between major story events; this is 
common in the classical narrative cinema. Taken, together, 
these first four types might be called "narrative rhythm/' 
Fifth, there is the duration of each shot in relation to every 
other shot: the old saw, for example, is that the shorter the 
shot, the quicker the editing tempo. Sixth, since camera 
movement occupies time and entails a certain velocity, 
camera movement may have its own durational, hence 
rhythmic, properties. Finally, there is rhythm in its original 
sense, as applied to the patterns of sound in a film. In sum, 
a film's overall rhythm is the complex result of the relations 
among all these durations. 
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How does this seven'part scheme shed light on the 
problems of Day of Wrath? First, many story events Ihefll- 
selves tend to be slow. A few swift actions—Anne's and 
Marlin's fight through the rectory;; their running through 
the forest, Herlofs Marie's plunge tn her death —stand in 
sharp contrast to the generally slow tempo of other events- 
The delivery" of lines,, the gestures of the figures, their 
turns, the r walks, all are deliberately paced. 

At the level of plot rendition, Dnever refuses to con¬ 
dense the duration of such story events. Stasis is rendered 
directly: recall the opening sequence in 1 Irrlofs Marie's cot¬ 
tage, when she stands stock-still for several seconds, sim¬ 
ply listening; or the final shot of Anne, only eyes and lips 
moving in a medium shot lasting over a minute. Even in a 
scene wherein different people mcm> in different direc¬ 
tions, to eliminate any sense of bustle the camera concen¬ 
trates on cne figure (as at the end of the prayer session in 
the rectory parlor, when all rise and the camera picks out 
Absalon to follow). The already considerable duration of 
story events is accentuated by the plot's holding on those 
events. 

Day of Wrath also insists on a considerable duration ftr- 
(rno'u story events. Except for the crosscutting scenes, 
these intervals are often retained in the plot- Here we re¬ 
turn to what Roland Barthes calls those "catalyses"' that are 
wedged ir. between principal actions, that " 'fill in' the 
narrative space separating the hinge-tvpe functions." u At 
the level of plot. Day of Wrath utilizes quite small-scale 
catalyses. Eor instance, almost never dues anyone in the 
film move ami talk at the same time. A movement—say, 
walking across the room tn another character—is followed 
by silence, thett speech. Walking and pausing become the 
film's catalyses, stretching out the distance between major 
events. Moreover, if a character slowly moves to speak 
with another, the camera wilt usually follow that move¬ 
ment rather than cut away. One recalls Drover's praise of 
Sjdstrom's handling of the farmers in infinities Sons: 
"They used up tin eternity to Come from one end of the 
room to the other." 15 Tf one person pauses in a speech or 
movement,, that pause is nut eilided but held- The most 
apparent marking of such pauses is the repeated device of 
panning from one character to another. When, sitting at 
her embroidery, Anne turns to Martin, Dreyer pans rather 
than cuts to Martin, then parts back to catch Anne getting 
up. Later, Anne meets Martin in the church, and she halts 
a few steps from him, the camera panning to pick him up. 


When Absalon visits Laurentius, he pauses in the door, 
and the duration of the pause is weighted by the camera's 
slow survey of Laurentius's home. Most intensely, near the 
end of the film. Martin interrogates Anne about Absalom's 
death- The two are in profile and as they talk the camera 
pans from one face to the other, rendering visible the 
pauses in their talk. 

One result of such catalyses is similar to what we saw at 
work in Ifriftpyr: to emphasize catalyses is to downplay 
causality" and stress rtMrsnrHhiwiess. When causality is dis¬ 
tended, time seems to pass before our eyes. More impor¬ 
tant, here time passes much more slowly than in classical 
narrative films. Barthes rightly calls catalyses "the areas of 
security, rest or luxury""- between cardinal functions: but 
we must not rest too long. Splinter an action into too many 
components and they will draw disproportionate attention 
to themselves- In Duty of Wrath, the unusual length of the 
catalystLc passages gives them a difficult prominence. 

What of editing and camera movement? Both tech¬ 
niques, as we know, play central roles In working out story 
Space; what of stL>ry r time? tt is evident that Day of Wrath 
does not have the editing rhythm of an October; Dreyer's 
film is slow even in the context of the Hollywood long-take 
cycle, According to Barry Salt, "The Hollywood mean 
A.S.L. [average shot length] went up from about S or 9 
seconds in the late 1930s to about 10 or II seconds in the 
period 1940—194b, and finally to around 12-13 seconds in 
the period 1946-1950." 17 (Though, as Salt admits, this 
sample is probably askew, it leans to the longish side, ) Day 
of Wrath has a significantly slower editing tempo; made in 
1943, the film has an average shot length of 14.M seconds. A 
mechanical computation of shut lengths reveals only one 
component in the overall rhythm of a film, but undoubt¬ 
edly the le ngth] ness of the shots in Day of IVnaffr cooperates 
with the emphasis on the duration of story events and the 
intervals between them to increase the sense of slowness. 

The camera movements have a similar rhythm. Though 
sometimes the pans are fairly quick, the Lateral tracking 
shots tend to move slowly, sometimes, ns we've seen, at 
the same rate as the characters, sometimes relatively faster 
(the tracking shots over the stationary elders in the torture? 
chamber). Sometimes too the camera moves even more 
slowly than the characters do. The funeral scene opens on 
a medium shot of the singing choirboy, He turns to march 
left, and the camera begins to track laterally to follow him, 
but he moves more quickly than the camera and so leaves 
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the frame; then another boy passes slowly through the 
frame; then another, and so on. Dreyer called such move¬ 
ments "long, gliding close-ups that follow the players in a 
rhythmic way fooling their way from one to another”*" 
According to the classical Hollywood paradigm, all this 
camera movement should be "a complete waste of screen 
time," a "loss of pace" (Reisz and Millar on Hitchcock's 
Rope}, since no narrative purpose is directly served- In¬ 
stead. the camera systematically scans the scene, its move¬ 
ments stressing their own duration in relation to the dura¬ 
tion of figure movement. The camera's rhythm — constant, 
calm, with no sudden accelerations or braking—departs 
from the rhythm of the figure movement and becomes a 
process which we perceive in its own right. Again duration 
becomes palpable. 

As for our last category—the rhythm of music and 
noise—I have already suggested the importance of several 
scenes' quasi-musical construction. Here we ought simply 
to note how the ponderous rhythm of the opening Dies 
Irae tune establishes a solemn musical rhythm that is 
picked up in the bell of the witch hunt, clanging steadily 
off screen in the first scene in Herlofs Marie's cottage. 
When she stops simply to listen to the bell, its monotonous 
beat comes forward to dominate the pace of our perception 
of the scene. The same rhythm is reiterated at the end of 
the film; during Merete's accusation, the bell returns on the 
soundtrack to mourn Absalon's death and to announce the 
beginning of Anne's ordeal. At the very dose, the boy's 
voice on the soundtrack repeats the same rhythm, serving 
now as wordless spacing between lines of the scroll's last 
verse r 

Our scheme suggests that Day of Wrath seeks a slow 
rhythm on every level, from slowly paced story events and 
their rendition as such, to the inclusion of many cataiyshc 
actions (walking, pausing) between these events, to the 
long take, the music, and the deliberate velocity of camera 
movement. What are we to make of the problems which 
this strategy poses for the viewer? 

For Dreycr himself, the matter seems to have been rela¬ 
tively simple; the sound film most be slower than the silent 
cinema. 'Then the tempo was racing, with scenes rushing 
across the screen. I have purposely tried to create a calm¬ 
ness in the scene which is a natural one for the talking 
film."' ],f But as we would expect, Dreycr justified this slow¬ 
ness as necessary for the development of the narrative. 
"The drama creates a rhythm that in its turn supports the 


mood of the action," and a slow rhythm will "emphasize 
and support the monumentally the writer has aimed at in 
his play" 3lJ It is not far from this account to the view that 
such a rhythm is correlated to the psychological states of 
the characters, an explanation implicit in Philippe Parra in's 
study of Dreyer ,- 1 As I have argued in chapter five, the 
concept of verisimilitude, especially of the psychological 
sort, is misplaced in application to Dreyer's late style. 
We shall make Day of Wrath more interesting by consider¬ 
ing the effects that Dreyer's rhythm has on the viewer's 
experience, 

Tu my knowledge, only Donald SkotSer, in the prefaces 
to his English translations of Dreyer’s essays, has tried to 
come to grips with this, Skolier emphasizes that the 
rhythm of Dreyer's late films must not be judged by ver¬ 
isimilitude but by our perceptual attitudes. "Because the 
flow of the action is deliberately impeded , . . attention is 
permitted to accrue upon the sufficiency of information 
present in the given moment; the presence of the present is 
heightened ;' 22 Skolleris emphasis on attention and con¬ 
centration is accurate, and our analysis of the film's attenu¬ 
ation and marking of duration bears out his claim. What 
are the functums of this impedance? Skolter says that these 
"visual retards . . . shift the experience to a more sub¬ 
jective, penetrative dynamic, beyond accustomed inten¬ 
sity. . . . This contributes not only to the intensification 
of the experience offered—familiar or not—but allows 
a grasp of nuance, of implications and connotations, to 
refine our total perception of the scene: our sense of what 
is happening or of what simply Is becomes mere accu¬ 
rate ," 21 Surely the* stress on perception, intensification, 
and nuance is right enough, but without a larger theory of 
aesthetic perception and function, this account remains 
sketchy (no example or evidence is offered) and can easily 
slip into subjectivism (hinted at m SkoHvrs subsequent 
claim that Drayer puts us "at a new level of conscious¬ 
ness"^),. The critical method which this book has been 
utilizing suggests a more specific function of the viewer's 
role in Dreyer’s films. 

The Russian Formalist Victor Shklovsky emphasized 
the importance of delay in the artistic text. ,f The technique 
of art is to make objects 'unfamiliar , 1 to make forms dif¬ 
ficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception 
because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in 
itself and must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing 
the artfulness of an object ." 25 To deal with art's tendency to 
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prolong our perception, Shklovsky proposed the concept 
of "suilrslep consumetion," that principle whereby de¬ 
laying devices are set up within the text, as Kristin Thomp- 
son puts it, "to turn the action away from a straight 
path . . . to deflect and tangle the structure of the work." 2 * 
Shklovsky considers repetition, rhyme, tautology, and 
parallelism all devices of stairstep construction, but the 
most salient for our purposes is the one he calls retarda¬ 
tion. Here the action does not halt, but slows down sig¬ 
nificantly: Shkovskv even writes it as a formula: "If, for the 
realization of any problem a force of A™ is required, then it 
is preserved in the form A m ' E A ™' 1 A Tn ." i7 Tlie result of this 
device is an extension and heightening of our awareness 
of the work's aesthetic specificity; retardation aids the 
text in offering a difficult-—Shklovsky says "fractured," 

1 ' s plintered 1 ' — percept ion. 

Now every artistic text displays stairstep construction 
and many display retardation in one form, or another. But 
"one form or another" is precisely the point. The analyst 
will find that within different genres, schools, periods, and 
styles, the retardation devices will vary. Certain norms of 
retardation will appear and be canonized, while others fall 
into disfavor. 

The concept of retardation helps us see the significance 
of the slow rhythm of Day of Wrath. In this film, the dis¬ 
junctions of featitM d'Arc and Vamyyr are for the most part 
gone: narrative logic is not attacked through contradictory 
temporal and spatial structures. Bui the filin’s style does 
not become "normal" either. The discontinuity of the two 
previous films is replaced by very slcnc continuity. The film 
resists being read, no longer because of incompatible spa¬ 
tial cues but because of an attenuation of the time of the 
text. The slowness of events, the catalyses between them. 


the gravity of the rhythm of editing, camera movement 
and sound, all retard the momentum of the film, The 
Hollywood norm handles retardation almost wholly at 
the level of cause-and-effect logic (rape delayed untiS the 
cavalry comes to the rescue, the killer revealed after the 
detective's Investigation). In Day of fVmfor, on the contrary, 
and camera movement are systematically 
utilized to slow our reading process down and, in an im¬ 
portant way, block the flow of narrative meaning. The 
rhythms of Day of Wrath refuse to be unified narratively. We 
cannot interpret the long walks, the pauses, the camera 
movements as "significant" in some way (representing 
psychology, historical setting, atmosphere). Instead, we 
must recognize that such rhythmic devices are in a literal 
sense quite empty, barren of significance; they mean noth¬ 
ing. Which is not to say that they have no function. They 
force us to shift our reading down several gears to the level 
of what Shklovsky calls "not of course a march set to 
music, but rather a dance-walk which is sensed, more 
exactly—a movement constructed only so that it may be 
sensed." 31 * Such a shift in our perception is necessary to the 
process of "theatricalizalion" that comes to prominence in 
Ordet and Gertrud. 

Despite its popularity, then. Day of Wrath, in its play on 
narrative, its problems of representation, and especially its 
rhythm, throws up a challenge to Comprehension which 
might be formulated in terms similar to those which T. W. 
Adorno applied to IVrazserib "The stringency of a structure 
that is not quite transparent to the audience enables- quality 
to transcend the realm of assumed com prehension -" 29 The 
trail of being "not quite transparent" will be made even 
more stringent in the films that follow, 




Ordel may be about a mystery, but in many ways it is tin? 
most obvious film Dreyer ever made. Avowedly "sym¬ 
bolic," Qtili'i is easy to read: it declares itself to be about the 
dash of different kinds of religious faith and their recon¬ 
ciliation through a simpler, "natural" faith. This read¬ 
ability, however, is precisely what I want to examine. 
What holds this obviously symbolic narrative together? 
How is the narrative intelligibility of the film affected by 
the film's spatio-temporal strategies?To give some answers 
to these questions, we need to consider the easy unity 
proffered fay the film. 

THE MIRACLE 

Ordct (“The Word") is set in the Jutland countryside of Den- 
mark. Two families are separated by religious beliefs, the 
Borgcns subscribe to a life-affirming, here-aneUnmv creed 
while Peter Petersen belongs to a sect which empha¬ 
sizes self-denial and preparation ter life in heaven. The 
youngest Borgen son falls in love with Peter's daughter, 
and the families are offered the chance to be reconciled, but 
Peter refuses to max has family with another faith. When 
Inger, the young wife of the Borgen household, dies in 
childbirth, the two families are united in mutual sorrow 
and forgiveness. Peter gives his daughter permission to 
many Anders. Aided by the faith of the child Marco. 
Johannes, a young Borgen who has believed himself to be 
Jcpu$, commands Inger to return to life. She does. 

Much of the stalwart homogeneity of the film is created 
by devices of unity so familiar to us by now that 1 need only 
mention them, Orders action is concentrated into a night, 
the next day. that night, and another day. The film has five 
interdependent causal tines, each corresponding to a 
member of the Borgen family. The first two sequences in¬ 
troduce the problems of two Borgen sons and their father, 
Johannes, gone mad from studying for the ministry, be¬ 
lieves he is Jesus. Mikkel, on the other hand, does not be¬ 


lieve in God at all. Old Bergen also has & crisis of faith, 
chiefly because of Johannes's madness. In the third se¬ 
quence, Anders's desire to marry Anne is revealed. The 
task of the film's action :s to solve all four problems, which 
it duett by meins of a fifth lint! Lit action involving huger, 
MikkeTs wife. Her death in childbirth makes peace among 
the disputing religious factions, brings Anne to Anders, 
and brings Johannes back to sanity; her resurrection at the 
film's finale unites Borgen and Peter in a common faith and 
wins Mikkel to a belief in God. These interdependent plot¬ 
lines run in generally parallel fashion, thanks to Dreyer's 
familiar lactic of crosscutting from one locale to another. 
The result looks like the accompanying plan. 

This plan of the film makes it evident that the alterna¬ 
tion among locales outside the Borgen house (segments 
lln-r) is replaced, during the night of Ingers childbirth, by 
alternations between areas of the house (sickroom*'parlor) 
and even alternations between areas of the parlor itself. 
As in previous Dreyer films, the alternating crosscutting 
produces not only suspense but also narrative parallels. 
Shots of Mikkel at work outdoors, for instance, reinforce bis 
unassuming pragmatism by showing phases of a single 
chore, his reed cutting, from departure (shots 17, 18) 
through loading (281 to unloading (referred to in 31). More 
important, lnger's centrality is reinforced by Inserted shots 
of her at work or lying on the operating table. The segmen¬ 
tal ion also makes clear the larger parallels across the film: 
the comparison of the initial search for Johannes (In) with 
the later one (TIT), or the comparison, of his abrupt breach of 
family peace fib) with his entry into the death room (IV/f): 
the rhyming of Borgen r s trip to Peter's house (lit) with Pe¬ 
ter's trip to Borgen s (IVlt, g'\\ the parallel religious disputes 
between Borgen and Peter (Hu) and between the parson 
and the doctor (Tls, shot 56). And Prayer's familiar pattern 
of narrative replacement is enacted as well: Maretvs 
natural faith replaces linger s, Peter offers Anne as the new 
Inger, a sane Johannes substitutes for the baby who died at 
birth, 

Important as ail these alternations and para!fell, art, we 
come closer to the film's dominant principle of unity when 
wv examine the use of causality and closure, It is obvious 
that a conception of Christianity, in one form or another, 
motivates all the plotlines. One explanation offered for 
Johannes's madness lh his Oveizealous study for the min¬ 
istry. MikktTs alienation from his father springs from his 
distaste ter old Roigen's religion. What separates Anne 
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I. Night {1-16). 

a. Johannes goes out and the men pursue him (1-14), 

b. Tine family have coffee and discuss Johannes (15-16). 


TT. Day (i7-63).. 

' 5 OK GH.N'S C A A R O 

a. Kitchen; Anders asks Unger's 
help (17). 

c, Kitchen: Inger hums (19k 
c. Parlor: Ingot tries to persuade 
Bergen (21-25). 


h, fkirfot: Johannes encounters 
parson (29). 

Pctrior Parson meets 
Bergen (31). 

m. Parlor: Doctor arrives (35). 


Ur Sit'Jrroti??*: Doctor and Mikkel 
(42). 

rj. Sickroom; Inger on table (44). 

s. Sidcriwi: Doctor operates (46). 

Itorlar: Discussion of Inger 
(47-52). 

Sickroom: Inger, gasping (53). 

JTiWiJjr; Parson arrives (54). 

SMtclwi: Bergen and Mikke] by 
ingot's bed (55). 

Par/nr; Doctor and Parson talk; 
Johannes predicts death.; 
Mikkel announces that Inger 
is dead (56-58), 

Suinma: Inger dead (59-60). 

PaWur: Johannes offers to revive 
her (61). 

Sidtrouwi: Johannes faints (62). 

P.irfer: Mikke] and Anders cany 
Johannes to his room (63). 


OUTDOORS 

f>. Yjird: Mikkel on wagon (IS). 
d- Anders walks (20). 


y Field: MikkeE with toad 
of reeds (28). 


k. Road: Bergen and Anders 
drive (32). 


p. Road; Bergen and Anders 
drive back (43). 

r. Read: Bergen and Anders drive 
back (45), 


PETER PETERSEN'S 


f. Parlor: Peter warns 

Anne about Anders (26—27). 


i. Parlor: Peter refuses Anders (30). 

f. Parlor; Bergen and Anders arrive 
(33-34). 

it. Parlor Fiorgcn and Peter talk 
(36-37). 

Kitchen: Kirstine reads to Anne and 
Anders (3B-40). 

farlor: Bor gen and Peter argue (41). 


Copyrighted material 
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1]]. Night {64-73). 

a. Death certificate (64). 
h. Johannes leaves (65-66). 

c, Search forjohannes (67-72), 

d. Death notice in newspaper (73), 


IV. Day (74-114). 


h. Funeral booklet (751. 
d. Coffin raajjj: Borgen and Anders 
light candies (77). 

Parlor: Mourners sing (7S). 

Coffin rnaijj.- Mikkel enters (79). 

/. Coffin room: Parson arrives and 
speaks (81-86}. 

It. Coffin room; Mikkel collapses; 
Peter brings Anne in; job a fi¬ 
nes arrived; Unger resurrected 
(fig-114). 


ft, Par hr: Peter sets out for Borgettsgaard (74). 

l. Road: i learse driving (76}, 
l'. Courtyard: Hearse arrives (80). 


g. Courtyard: Peter arrives (87). 


and Anders is their fathers' determination not to let their 
children marry outside their Herts, lnger prays tor help 
in changing Bergen r s mind. Johan neks dialogue is criss¬ 
crossed with scriptural quotations. Addressing Borgen in¬ 
directly, Peter instructs his congregation to sing, "Sinner 
turn no more a deal ear" In the kitchen, Kirstine reads to 
Anne and Anders from an illustrated Bible. More broadly;, 
the death and resurrection of Inger must be read as di¬ 
vinely cauSi^d. The thematliation. of the religious motif 
goes further. Since every character embodied a distinct 
mode of faith: the parson (institutional religion), Johannes 
(mad faith), the doctor (positivist skepticism), Mikkel {ag¬ 
nosticism), and Maren (natural faith). Most protracted, of 
course, is the dispute between Bergen and Peter, a debate 
between Grundivigism (>i brand of Danish Lutheranism 
emphasising vital Christianity) and Inner Mission (a 
sterner evangelical sect). Thus virtually every gesture in 
the film is freighted with Christian significance. 

With equal obviousness the Christian religion supplies 
the closure for the film. The narrative sets as its task the 
overcoming of social problems of belief by demonstrating 
two transcendent powers: mortality and faith. In one way, 


doctrinal squabbles are swept aside by thy brutal fact of 
death, linger must die so that Peter will permit Anders to 
marry Aline, So that Johannes will reCOvyr his sanity and 
so that Mikkel will be plunged into despair. But Ingermust 
also by brought back to life as the tangible proof of the 
power of innocent faith (Maren) guided by a faith free of 
institutional shackles (Johannes). The film’s drive toward 
resolution,, its suffenng'dcath-Tesuneclion pattern, is re¬ 
quired to overcome the social problems of faith through a 
Christian principle of closure: miracle. 

All of which is to say that in Qrdet narrative principles 
characteristic of Drover's. work are transposed into their 
most explicit forms, The absent and impersonal cause sy 
now brusquely collapsed into Cod. Trust in the Word, the 
writing which guides the characters through the world of 
absent causes, has never been more powerful: not only do 
the characters quote Scripture to one another, not only 
does the Bible itself pro phony the narrative action (fig, I), 
but tile overall narrative of the film rests upon the Chris¬ 
tian pre-text- Johannes becomes a walking text; like his 
namesake St, John, he transmits the Word of the title, the 
foyun governing the film’s logic. OrtUt is not an allegory in 
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any strict sense, but its unity becomes intelligible only as 
a retelling of Gospel. As in ether Dreyer films, the visible 
action becomes a fulfillment of an authoritative, eternal 
test. For the film to cohere, the viewer must accept a narra¬ 
tive causality premised upon Christian precept, finger 
must die so that others may be reborn; but then she must be 
reborn.) The resolution of this religious narrative requires a 
miracle. It is not that Dreyer is "a religious director" and 
lias found in Qnf^t the perfect narrative, lust the opposite: 
Driver's typical narrative unity finds in Qfrfat its most 
thoroughgoing justification—religion. Christianity be¬ 
comes Drevuris most overpowering formal device. 

If the narrative draws on such potent forces, what could 
trouble it? In the next two parts of this chapter, l shall sug¬ 
gest how the film's mode of representation pulls it away 
from any simple or direct transmission of this Christian 
tale. Yet Crdet's narrative itself, for all its unity, is not free 
of inner difficulties. 

As in Dreyefs other films, problems are engendered by 
tlie film's very need to unify itself. The four lines of action 
are resolved by the fifth, Inger's death anti resurrection. 
Yet someone must perform the act of resurrecting her. The 
film's problems crystallize around two questions. How to 
motivate the necessary miracle? How to represent iL? 

A miracle must violate natural or scientific laws. Thus it 
cannot be motivated "realistically;' r as verisimilitude. 1 So 
the miracle must be motivated com positions Ely—by func¬ 
tioning within a system of motifs. The miracle must be¬ 
come a necessary component of the film's narrative. 

In part Ordef 's conclusion is motivated by the charac¬ 
ters' constant discussion of miracles. Religious alignments 
are reiterated in the views which different characters adopt 
toward miracles, Borgen has lost his hope in miracles, the 
parson asserts that God deliberately withholds them, and 
so on. More important, the film predicts the miracle 
through an image: the Bible illustration depicting Christ 
raising Lazarus (fig. 1). Here, independent of any charac¬ 
ter's opinion, the narrative inserts a motif foreshadowing 
the outcome, in another way, though, the miracle is moti¬ 
vated by particular human agents—in if tally Johannes, 
then the child Vfaren. 

To consider Johannes as a character raises problems that 
are apparent the first time you watch the film. Audiences 
often laugh at his somnambulistic movements, deflected 
gaze, and high-pitched voice. Critics have been caught off 
guard: Ton Milne dismisses the actor's portrayal of the 


"■gibbering idiot" as "irritating and singularly unconvinc¬ 
ing.''- But the strangeness is necessary. Since the official 
church and the sectarian squabbling must be incapable of 
resurrecting Inger, Johannes must initiate the miracle, fhe 
film needs a figure to mediate between social religion and 
spontaneous faith, and this mediation demands that 
Johannes be isolated from the social world of old Borgen, 
Peter, the parson, and the rest. His madness and the 
stylized representation of it am crucial. 

The isolation of Johannes is established in the early por¬ 
tions of the film. Throughout the first sequence, when he is 
glimpsed wandering into the pah-tune, Johannes functions 
chiefly as an absence through which the other Burge ns am 
introduced. For one thing, Dreyer sets up a false eyeline 
match. Father and sons look right; Johannes looks left and 
refers to "You, and you, and you, - , ” But a pan left re¬ 
veals Borgen and his sons now behind Johannes, looking 
left. These two shots define Johannes as always an object 
of sight. His speech in this scene and the next further sepa¬ 
rates him from the social world of the narrative in that he 
simply quotes scripture (The Word is not /its,) This end- 
stepped prologue establishes Johannes's estrangement as 
an agent of miracle. If a character typically possesses traits, 
desires, wishes, Johannes is not a character. He is, rather, a 
formal need of the text, a manifestation of Oriel's demand 
for Christian legibility and narrative closure. 

Yet Johannes must not be simply mad; madness will not 
guarantee a miracle. He must be motivated as a holy mad¬ 
man. This the text achieves by means of his prophecies. He 
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interrupts I«gt»r and Bergen's coWev drinking: "A dead 
body in the big parlor!'"' During the night of Unger's 
childbirth r he sees "the man with the scythe" enter Unger's 
room and leave with, the dead child: he tells Maren that 
Inger wall die and that he will resurrect her. In retrospect 
even his first sermon on the hill and his claim that his 
candles "will brighten the darkness" 1 constitute veiled 
prophecies. 

But a difficulty crops up. Johannes cannot be omnipo¬ 
tent unless the narrative is prepared to acknowledge him 
as the Christ he claims to be. Two strategies keep Johannes 
in check. First, the narrative distributes the powers of 
prophecy to other characters., Inger in particular. At vari¬ 
ous points she asserts that Johannes will be himself again, 
that Mikkel will believe someday, that she wit] bear Bergen 
a grandson, and that God will answer Bergen's prayers, 
Even the doctor confidently predicts that a knock on the 
head will set Johannes right again. Thus the film absorbs 
Johannes's prophecies within a larger system of predic¬ 
tions which both ratify his claims and prevent him from 
becoming deified. The narrative keeps its fool from becom¬ 
ing too holy in a second way: by finally revealing his mad¬ 
ness as helpless, When Johannes believes himself Jesus, he 
cannot revive Inger. Thus the film curtails Johannes's pow¬ 
ers, keeping him as a narrative wild card, a necessary but 
potentially disruptive agent. 

Vet—again—when Johannes loses his madness, he 
falls into the social world of inadequate faith. The narrative 
needs a new agent of miracle, and the child Maren is 
brought in to fulfill this function, introduced quite late in 
the film, she relays Johannes's supernatural powers to the 
final scene. Her faith accepts as fact Johannes's claims that 
inger will die and he will resurrect her. (Even the child's 
name is motivated — old Borgen's dead wife was named 
Maren, as is the woman who gives testimony at Peter's 
meeting). Maren is put in the narrative to check her uncle; 
if Johannes is necessary but disruptive, Maren manifests 
the narrative's drive toward uni tv and closure- In this light, 
the scene in which the two sit together in the parlor func¬ 
tions as a crucial transition. Johannes now doubts his 
power to resurrect Inger ("I may not be able to do it") and 
seeks to persuade Maren that it is better that inger is dead. 
But Maren insist# on the resurrection, anticipating closure; 
"I am looking forward to it." We shall see later that at the 
stylistic level this sequence operates to foreground the arc¬ 
ing camera and analytical editing; but narratively the 


dialogue helps motivate the miracle through a transfer of 
power. Maren is established as a narrative force; the prob¬ 
lematic Johannes is replaced by a much more conventional 
figure of unity: the pure, faitJiful child. 

If Christianity Johannes's alienation and holy proph¬ 
esies, and the child Maren strive to motivate the miracle 
that conclude* the film, we are still left with the question 
of how that miracle may be rrprtwfifrf. To answer tills 
question, we need to examine how Order's spatial and 
temporal systems operate with and against the film's nar¬ 
rative structure, Two principles, which I shall call "theat- 
ricalization" and "sparaeiless/' will help us see how the 
film represents Inger's resurrection. 

THEATRICAL IZATION 

Once we raise the issue of Order's representational 
strategies, we look immediately to the theatre as a model, 
And indeed, Ordet is "filmed theatre," but of a peculiar 
sort. To describe the problems posed by the film's style, we 
need to understand the nature of its theatricality. Andre 
Bazin has some helpful suggestions here, 

Bazin distinguishes three sorts of filmed theatre. First, 
there is "canned theatre/' which simply records a stage 
performance. There is also the conventional adaptation, 
which "opens up" a play by making it into "cinema." The 
adaptation replaces dialogue scenes by images, shows on 
screen what stage exposition conveys indirectly, and 
breaks the single set of a theatre performance into many 
locales, "ventilating'' the play. For Bazin, Such adaptation 
practices may make a good film (e.g., Boudu Saved from 
Drowning) but the film has bypassed the problem of repre¬ 
senting theatricality as such- Assuming that theatricality 
consists of conventions of text (the play is dialogue) and of 
spatial localization (the stage is a microcosm), Bazin posits 
a third alternative: "staging a. play by means of cinema." 
Neither canned theatre nor adaptation, this alternative 
seeks to retain theatrical conventions of dialogue and 
setting. The Start of Olivier's Hairy V carries us to an 
"Elizabethan" performance of the play: Olivier, say* Bazin, 
"is not pretending to make us forget the conventions of the 
theatre. On the contrary, he affirms them."- 1 Similarly; Coc¬ 
teau's Li-s Rrrenfs terribly finds a cinematic equivalent for 
the spatial concentration of the play by making into an 
apartment what was a single room in the stage version .* 
This is not ventilation, Bazin asserts, but finding a set of 
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cinematic equivalents for the theatrical qualities of the orig¬ 
inal; you do not record the play on film or transform the- 
play into dim but you fratispoa? the play for a new instru¬ 
ment von score it in the kev of cinema. 

Since Ordet is neither canned theatre nor a straigh[for¬ 
ward adaptation, does it belong to the third type of film 
which Bazin identifies? 1 shall argue that it does not,, that 
it belongs to a fourth category which we must construct; 
but we ca n. construct this category only thanks to Bazin's 
theorizing. 

Bazin's case for staging a play by means of cinema as¬ 
sumes a homogeneity between play and film realization. 
The film must "retain the dramatic force of the play in a 
medium that reflects it?' 5 This is possible, Ba/Jn believes, 
because cinema possesses an ontological realism based on. 
photography. Theatre is an art,, but cinema is a medium. 
Cinema can find equivalents for stage conventions because 
its realism opens onto an infinity of possibilities. To bike 
one of Bazin's most famous metaphors; if the theatre is a 
crystal chandelier (contained, artificial, autonomous), 
cinema is the roaming flashlight of the usher (free-floating, 
fluid, boundless ). h Filmed theatre, then, can consist of 
playing the flashlight over the chandelier, highlighting this 
or that aspect of theatricality. Cinema's nature equips it to 
become the "humble servant'" of theatre. 7 The corollary of 
this view is that the viewer's reflection on theatre :s a plea¬ 
surable one. 

But if one denies Bazin's theory' of cinema's fundamen¬ 
tal realism and considers the medium as a set of formal 
possibilities, there is no need for the relation of play and 
film to be so peaceful. What if the film pulls itself out of 
gear with the play, setting up a disparity between the text 
and the cinematic representation? Instead of point-far- 
point equivalences, we find the refusal of two formal sys¬ 
tems to mesh. Since Brecht, we have realized that a pro¬ 
duction can criticize its source, but that may be only the 
extreme edge of a practice whereby a film can mark a cer¬ 
tain distance from its text by preserving a relative au¬ 
tonomy for its cinematic systems, l shall call this strategy 
"theatrical ization/ rfl 

A dear, if extreme, example may be found in Straub' 
Huillet's opera film Moses and Annm. Since one convention 
of Opera is that people sing the text, Bazin would favor a 
cinematic handling that stresses and respects that conven¬ 
tion. But Moses and Aaratt announces from the start that it 
has no such intention. The first shot is a lengthy close-up 


over Moses' shoulder in which the framing does not permit 
us to See the act of singing. Thus the expressivity and his* 
trioriics characteristic of opera are eliminated, and we be¬ 
come aware of a framing deliberately chosen to impede our 
grasp of the opera as opera. Unlike Olivier's and Cocteau's 
films, Moses and Aaron refuses to subordinate cinematic 
space to a clear transmission of the conventions of the 
stage text. The result is neither fish nor fowl, too theatrical 
to foe a true adaptation, too obtrusively cinema he to be a 
satisfactory equivalent for the convention of the sung 
text. By creating interferences between play text and cine¬ 
matic representation, theatricalization produces problems 
of reading, 

in what follows, I shall try to show that Otter 
exemplifies this fourth type of filmed theatre. It should 
Come as no surprise to Learn that the film sets up a distance 
between play text and cinematic style, since from the tab¬ 
leaux of Drcyefs earlier work onwards, his films have 
tended lu pull narrative structure somewhat apart from 
spatial and temporal structure. In Qrdet„ the split is be¬ 
tween a closed, highly motivated narrative and its "per¬ 
formance" in the mise-en-scene and the filming. In OruYf 
the play text is challenged by the film's spatio-temporal 
systems. 

In. order for theatricalization to draw a distance be¬ 
tween text and film, the text must be signalled as existing 
prior to the film. Whereas Dreyer habitually selected 
little-known works ay sources, with Ordet he was filming 
one of the most frequently staged Scandinavian plays of 
the twentieth century. Gustav Mollander had adapted the 
play to cinema only a decade before. Yet even if the viewer 
were unaware of the source, the opening establishes that 
this is a performance. The title credit identifies Kaj Munk 
as author of Qrdel (fig. 2} and no lists of cast or crew inter¬ 
vene to contest this. Moreover, the design of the title credit 
reproduces Munit's manuscript title and signature, estab¬ 
lishing the play as being like Jeanne d'A re’s trial-—already 
transcribed and completed. Here Dreyer'* usxuit reference 
to the written word intersects with theaIdealization's need 
to establish the play (Munk's written Word) as distinct from 
this performance of it. The actors' somewhat formal dec¬ 
lamations of their lines continue the stress on performance 
throughout the film. 

Theatricalize tion is also created by the film's style. Ordet 
uses sound, tniso-on-$cjhio t camera movement, and the lung 
take to separate text and representation of text. These dc* 
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vices cooperate in pulling the staging and filming away 
fuirn the play text by t reating a relativalV independent sys¬ 
tem that foregrounds the: duration, Ehe spatial construc¬ 
tion, and the internal development of the shut. 

Shot duration 

In one scene,. Inger praises the new parson, but old Bergen 
has reservations: "it takes him too lung to reach the amen." 
The 1 me anticipates arid parodies what most viewers leav¬ 


ing the theatre will say about Dreyer and Jits Him. Octet's 
narrative system is attenuated to a degree rare even to¬ 
day. What Motlandeds 1943 adaptation of the play could 
squeeze into one hundred minutes. Dreyer stretches to 129 
minutes (and Dreyer claimed he cot the play's dialogue 
by two thirds). The ''theatrical'" feel of Onief issues in part 
(nun Us retardation of the play's rhythm. Using the cat¬ 
egories we applied to Dny of Wrath, it would be easy to 
show how 0rrfi*! possesses an even slower tempo on every 
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level, ranging from the interval* between story events to 
the rhythm of the music. What is worth examining is how 
theatrical nation produces the retardation unique tn this 
film. How, in other words, does the principle of theatrical a- 
/.atinn slow down the viewer's reading? 

One tactic will he familiar to us. Throughout this hook 
we have noted luiw thedeCof jn DreySt's films is habitually 
barren, allowing for the emergence of tableaux. Not sur¬ 
prisingly, the same starkness rules Orders settings. The 
white wads of the Borgens' and Petersens' homes let pic¬ 
tures, decorations, and furnishings stand out in relict; in 
general, the sets are more sparsely furnished than in any 
Drcyer film since Jeanne d'Arc, (We shall even see, at the 
end of the film, a development of the decor toward the 
pure while ground of Jeanne d f An\) As in, D«iy of Wntfrr, 
the "glowing wall" technique further isolates objects in 
patches of decor. Onset's frames are so cleansed of content 
that they rorbid our eye to rummage around within them. 
We are forced to grasp the total composition because there 
is so little detail to deflect cmr attention. As a result, the 
sets, while functioning to locate the narrative action, begin, 
to construct m rse-m-scene as a system distinct from the nar¬ 
rative relations of the play text, 

If t heat realization demands that staging and filming be 
allowed to develop their own distinct systems, the long 
lake offer;- rich possibilities. In promoting the shot from a 
private to a captain r so to speak, the long take tends to 
assume the role of a large-scale formal component in a 
film. As Hie km$ take, its most salient feature is its dura¬ 
tion, and it can emphasize this by developing its own 
structure, its own rhythm. Given historical norms, a shorter 
shot will !iot usually persuade us to ask, "When will it 
end?" of ' How will it end?" or "Isn't this a repetition of 
something that was |ust shown?" 

It is no accident that in Onfct Dreyer makes extensive 
use of the long take for the first rime in his career. In Viim- 
ppr and Dev of Wrath the length of a few shots stands out 
within a generally traditional ifeeaupagfl- Offy of Wralh „ a 
Slow film for its day, has 436 shots, or one every 14.B sec¬ 
onds, But Qrdct has only 114 shots, and almost half of these 
occur in the opening and closing scenes (sections I and IV). 
Across the entire film, the average shot lasts about sixty- 
five seconds; within the central three- sections, the average- 
shot consume over a minute and a half. This means of 
course that several shots run a very long lime, ranging 
from a minute or two to seven minutes. Even in the 1950s, 


when the long take became popular, such long takes were 
rare, Putting aside the tour de force yf Rope, Hitchcock did 
not come close to such lengthy shots, even in Under Cap¬ 
ricorn (average shot duration, 4B seconds). We have seen 
that a film's rhythm is not reducible to the length of its 
shots, but certainly in its historical context Ordet's long 
takes stand, out as extraordinary stylistic devices. The pri¬ 
mary function of these long takes, I suggest, is to fore¬ 
ground the shot itself as a component of cinematic 
perception. 

Onttt-f’s long takes stress shot duration. Obviously', the 
rarity ot cuts emphasizes both the cuts and the internal 
amplitude of the shot. More strongly, the long take inOrdW 
deliberately slackens the pace of the narrative action. Wy 
are now back at Reisz and Millar's critique of Rep-, but with 
a different emphasis. In their discussion, they point out 
how Hitchcock wastes precious time panning or tracking 
from one point of interest to another. Qrdet, like Dap of 
Wmth. uses camera movement and shot duration to move 
through what Reisz and Millar correctly call "drama!really 
meaningless intervals." 9 Unlike Hitchcock, however,. 
Dreyer seldom moves his camera through empty space; 
Drcyer usually follows one character or another. Typically, 
two or more people have a dialogue exchange and one 
moves away; the camera follows that figure until he or she 
encounters another character and becomes involved in 
another dialogue. To take a simple example, the first shot- 
sequence at Peter Petersen's house begins with the camera 
framing ham, sitting crosslegged and sewing (fig. 3). When 
Anne enters, the camera leaves Peter and tracks wilh her 
(fig. 4), but when she encounters Kirstine {fig. 5), Kirstine 
is followed and Anne leaves the shot (fig, 6). When 
Kirstine leaves, the camera pteks op Anne again (fig. 7), 
follows her to Peter (fig, 8), then ends by framing Peter as 
at tine start (fig. 9). 

In this Shot, as in Others, what is 1 'dramatical! v mean¬ 
ingless" is the interval consumed in moving from one 
grouping to another. Tins is a good exainpEe of how hhsc- 
eu-sci'jjc, camera move merit, and the Long take function to¬ 
gether duration ally. The characters are scattered around 
the room, not Compactly organized. Since the figure sel¬ 
dom speaks while in motion, the walk itself holds no 
particular narrative significance. Moreover, in Reisz and 
Millar's examples from Rope, there is a certain internal 
segmentation of the shot: a pan from Rupert to the boys 
could conceivably be split into two shots joined bv an 
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eyeline match, thus eliminating the camera's trip across the 
mum. (1 ilrn OQt saying that RppC should bt* chopped up this 
way.) But because Orff's camera almost always moves 
with a figure, there is no point at which thy shots could be 
interrupted, hike the long takes of musical performances ]n 
I luilleti'Straub’s Chnmirfe of Anna Magdalina Bach, most of 
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Orders long takes exist as durational chunks, unsegmenfa¬ 
ble- Thus Order much more frequently than Day of Wrctifft, 
uses the tong take to stretch out catalyses between princi¬ 
pal narrative actions, The tendency of camera movement to 
make duration palpable (what Jean Mi try calls J 'presen¬ 
ts ticatiojv") is here elicited through an insistence upon 
intervals . 10 Together, rmsc-rrc-scFrie, camera movymentr and 
the long take create retarding, narratively empty passages 
which stress sheer duration, consecutiveness rather than 
causality. 

Furthermore, Ordef develops a temporal possibility 
only latent in Day of Wroth; the Selective filling of such 
empty movements by sound effects. Since Ordet was shot 
with direct so Lind, the noises already have a strong pres¬ 
ence. Teacups Clink, floors croak, and wash snaps sharply 
on the tin* 1 . Sugar lumps clunk as old Borgen stirs his cof¬ 
fee, and 1 nger's rolling pin positively rumbles. Other 
noises come from oft screen: Borgensgaard is characterized 
by the ducks r bleats,- and whinnies that seep in from out¬ 
doors,. while from outside Peter's home we hear children 
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playing and a barking dog- In one respect, «ilJ these sounds 
function as realistic detail. But most sounds come forward 
during camera movements. While the camera moves, we 
hear people's footsteps or, from off screen, horses clop¬ 
ping. or Karen calling the hens. The duration of the sounds 
thus becomes more evident by virtue of their strictly gov¬ 
erned role as im&trtaMS within a specific interval, 

Two sounds particularly stress the duration of the shot. 
There Is the clock, whose ticking measures the time con¬ 
sumed by a camera movement or figure movement. There 
is also the frequent sound of the film apparatus itself. In 
Two People, the clatters of dolly and crew were audible but 
not integrated within a formal strategy. In the context of 
Ofdet'$ foreground mg of shot duration, the squeaking of 
the dolly audibly records the camera movement we see, 
marking it as a determinate gesture in time. 

A lung take need not foreground shot duration, but in 
Onrift the srwrseness of the decor, the movement of camera 
and figures, and the insertion of sounds force us to ac¬ 
knowledge the time passing within the shot, to see the 
shot as a durational block. 

Shot space 

Qrdet stresses the space of the shot as well as the duration 
of it, and it does this in ways which are sometimes familiar, 
sometimes novel- As in Driy in IVmtfr, the action of Onfct 
occurs predominantly in a single interior setting, lake Ab- 
salosTs recLory, the Borgen farmhouse is a. familial space 
where several lines of action intersect. The parlor is accord¬ 
ingly blocked. <>ut into zones—the table, the window, the 
desk area, and so on—around which scenes a reorganized. 
In our examination of Day of Wnrtfr, we saw how Dreyer 
tended to vary the camera's orientation to these /.ones of 
action from sequence to sequence. The same strategy is at 
work in OreVf; by the film's end we have seen every side of 
this room. 

In Day of Wrath, however, she orientation is usually de¬ 
fined through editing patterns. Here, with the predomi¬ 
nance of the long take, we Site oriented to this Or that zone 
of action through camera movement; the gliding tracking 
shots frame or reframe each area of the parlor, of the 
kitchen, and of the adjacent bedrooms, The process recurs 
in Peter Petersen's parlor, all four walls of which are even¬ 
tually shown to us. Oriel carries to a further extreme Day of 
WM/h's use of the moving camera to Construct a circular 
mise-m-seme r The chamber aesthetic of Dwyer's work is 


here poshed to a new level, as the camera continually 
wheels around within the domestic interior. How do cam¬ 
era and figures behave in this circular chamber space? 

Discussions of camera movement Ln cinema usually dis¬ 
tinguish between the camera movement which follows a 
moving subject and that which moves on its own, inde¬ 
pendent of subject movement. 11 So far, this distinction has 
served us well, especially Ln our analysis of Vampyr. But for 
Oriel such a distinction is too gross. We may Lend to as¬ 
sume that camera movement which clings to subject 
movement becomes ' transparent" or negligible and that 
the camera which moves on its own is more significant, 
commentalive, closer to the eye of an omniscient narrator. 
These two positions have been neatly rehearsed in critical 
disputes about OrdW. For Philippe Pnrrain, most of Drever's 
panning and tracking movements are motivated by subject 
movement; in the late films especially, "the camera primar¬ 
ily follows the characters, submitting itself to their dis¬ 
placements: suppleness, naturalness, discretion are the 
Criteria which rule its movements." 12 Fur Robin Wood, 
however nothing Could be less modest or Submissive than 
Drever's camera, which "remains a rigorously detached 
observing eye, its movements dissociated from those of the 
people it watches. , . . Oriel seems director-dominated to 
an indent that deprives, the action and actors of all spon¬ 
taneous, individual life. The impression of Dreyer behind 
every gesture, every camera movement, is inescapable?' 11 

] shall try to show that these two positions are exces¬ 
sively schematic, that it is possible fur the camera's move¬ 
ments to "follow the characters" and at the same rime to 
create stylized, relatively autonomous patterns of its own 
(not of "the director's eye"). This means asking more pre¬ 
cise questions. What characters- are to be followed, and 
when? What kind of camera movement follows the 
figures? 1 low dues the camera movement set up anticipa¬ 
tions and rewards of its own, creating a miniature, tele¬ 
ological form unrelated to the narrative? How does each 
moving-camera shot interlock spatially with adjacent 
shots? The answers to such questions all point to Oriel's 
tendency to foreground the long-take shots as formal com¬ 
ponents. distinct from the play's text. 

Id understand how the camera movements operate, we 
should first observe how Grief's multiple plotlines create a 
new problem for the chamber aesthetic. The room becomes 
crowded; the Borgen parlor is more thickly populated than 
the rectory parlor m Dai/ nf Wrath, How will camera move- 
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ment, in the contest of the long take, solve the difficulty? 

One conventional solution is to vary the distance of 
figures from the camera. Consider two prominent Jong- 
take films or roughly the same period as Qrdi± Hitchcock's 
Under Capricorn (1949) arid Antonioni's CresurtCrt dr in? rtFPFerv 
(19550). Like Ondct, bolh these films use the long-take cam¬ 
era movement in crowded scenes, but such scenes utilize 
extreme variations in figure size. Within any given long 
take, some characters will be seen in extreme long shot, 
some in medium shot. some in close-up; camera move- 
merit plays off the constantly changing scale of the moving 
characters. During most of Ordei, however, the figures are 
in long shot or p\ayi-am£ricnm . On the whole, Dreyer 
adheres to the architectonic premise of his tableau con¬ 
struction and refuses to lose the overall framing quality of 
the chamber by drastically shifting the scale of the figures. 
For example, during the scene in the pigsty-. Hitchcock 
would dolly in for a medium shot and Antonioni would 
Stage the scene in depth; but Dreyer composes (he scene as 
a flat, perpendicularly observed tableau, and then pans 
back and forth to subordinate Enger and old Bergen to the 
lines of the surrounding architecture (figs. 10-IT), In this 
rigorous a contest, when a character steps into medium 
shot, it is a major event, and not until the last scene will 
there be a sustained series of close-ups; it is as if this com¬ 
mon cinematic resource had been hoarded, parsimoni¬ 
ously for its most explosive effect. 


11 

So the problem remains: how does camera movement 
construct the space of the crowded chamber? Dreyer tries 
several solutions, some more radical than others. Our ini¬ 
tial distinction helps us a little here; sometimes the camera 
moves independently of the characters, motivated bv an 
off-screen sound (e.g., Mikkel hears his father coming and 
the camera leaves Mikkel to pick up old Bergen just enter¬ 
ing) or by a look (as when Borgen. Inger, and Mikkel 
glance off right and the camera moves right to reveal An¬ 
ders). As we've already seen, though, Dreyer generally 
uses figure action to impetl the camera to move. Even in a 
scene containing several characters, at any one moment 
usually only one character will he shown moving. The 
camera will follow him or her as a leading edge shifting 
from one group to another. A simple example occurs when 
Anders asks Mikkel and Inger to help him win Anne. Mik- 
kel is seated, and Inger stands rolling dough at the kitchen 
table; each remains in the same spot during most of the 
shot. It is Anders who strides back and forth from one to the 
other (no fewer than five times!), motivating the camera's 
lo-and-fm movements. In more complicated scenes, such 
as the one in Peter's parlor already mentioned, Dreyer will 
set characters moving successively, with the camera "feel¬ 
ing its way?' as lie put it, from urn- to another. 14 In the 
film's second scene, after the men have brought Johannes 
inside, old Borgen is the target which the camera follows 
rightward to his pipe rack. Ele pauses and the camera con- 
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tinges to move rightward to pick up Johannes entering the 
mom, The camera then follows Johannes to the window, 
After he leaves, inger comes into the shot and the cam¬ 
era now follows iter leftward, back to the parlor table. 
Throughout the film, the camera movement creates a situa¬ 
tion w here in characters communicate movement one tL> 
another, tike billiard bolls In slow motion. 

Furthermore, the camera does not follow every moving 
character. Often one character will lead the camera to a 
Second one, then although a third might pass through the 
shot, the camera stays with the second figure until, 
perhaps, a fourth character enters. For example, while the 
doctor am! the parson sit at the table, old Bergen moves in 
and out of the shot, but he :s not followed; only when the 
doctor stands up and leaves the frame does the camera 
begin to trace old BurgeiVs movements. It is,- then. In¬ 
adequate to ask whether the camera "follows the charac¬ 
ters": the tendency of only one character to be moving, the 
transmission of movement from figure to figure, the cam¬ 
era's habit of lingering on characters before deliberately 
Selecting what next to follow—all complicate the simple 
formula, 

A major result of following only one character during 
each camera movement is that most characters in the scene 
slide off screen- This affords a chance in create the sort of 
spatial uncertainty we have already seen at work n Vaut- 
pur. However dear our orientation to particular areas of the 
setting, the way characters behave when off screen is often 
troubling. Spatial ambiguities are, of course, most strongly 
motivated (and least bothersome) in relation to Johannes. 
The film's framings construct around Johannes a privileged 
/one, a portable limbo progressively modified through the 
course of the film. In the first eleven shots, Johannes is 
completely separated from the family, locked within his 
own spai'C by the editing {itself quite disorienting, as the 
false eyeline match in the pasture suggests). On the hill¬ 
side, the l amern puns right to link Johannes with his hither 
and brothers in the same shot but not in the same frame. 
After he wanders off, however, cutting separates them 
again. Once inside the house that night, with the family at 
the table, the camera moves away from them to Johannes 
and his candles — again, however, not in the same frame 
with his family. After this. Johannes's privileged /one will 
be opened up, first when old Borgen herds him back to his 
room (the two are in the same frame lor a fraction of a 


second) and then during the parson's visit (Johannes is 
only intermittently alone in the frame). 

During Inger's childbirth, Johannes begins to be seen in 
the frame with the others, but he still bears traces of that 
off-screen limbo he has inhabited, and Dreyer insists on 
the resulting spatial ambiguities. Johannes materializes 
briefly behind Mikkel to intone "God be with you," before 
vanishing again. Similarly, lvhen old Borgen sits at the 
table alone, Johannes drifts in from the left and out right, 
destination unknown. Often- —as when Mikkel Comes out 
to tell Borgen that Tnger has died—we are disconcerted to 
see that Johannes lias (perhaps) been silently present off 
screen for the entire shut. He is only firmly integrated into 
the space of the family when he is taken in to confront 
Inger's corpse, Here, for once, the privileged space he in¬ 
habits is broken by three shots putting him unambiguously 
in the same spatial framework as the other characters, 
Soon, though, the camera reiterates Johannes's separation: 
during his escape from his room, he and Anders are not 
shown in the same frame, When he disappears altogether 
and people search the countryside, we reach the cidininm 
Mon of hi3 shadowy off-screen status. 

If only Johannes occupied such indeterminate space, 
vve might find the device a powerful source of narrative 
unity. Yet at one point or another the camera movements 
tense every character into ambiguous realms off screen. 
Oriel's shots lead us to ask, again and again: Who is there? 
When the camera travels with Johannes to the window 
sill, we hear Mikkd's voice say: "Why do you put the can¬ 
dles thero?'' But Mikkel was not established as being in the 
scene. Similarly, after old Bergen has sent Moron off to 
bed. tie goes to the left wall, where the camera discloses 
Mikkel leaning, aghast, on the duorsiLI of Inger's sickroom; 
wc had no idea that he was there. On both occasions when 
old Bremen tells Karen to prepare something for the doctor, 
we discover tluil site Is Let the room ortlv when the camera 
draws her into the trame. 

Because of this unevrtnuitv as to who is there, we are 
often unsure of the direction of off-screen characters' 
movements. A clear instance occurs during the parson's 
first visit. He and Mikkel look off right, and the camera 
tracks right across the parlor to reveal Inger, old Borgen, 
and the children eating. But almost immediately the pastor 
enters the new composition, which suggests that he and 
Mikkel walked almost as fast as the camera moved, yet 
they perversely hung back Just off screen left. Later in the 


arwric 



156 ORDET 


12 


C( 


13 



IS 

same slid, the camera pans left with old Bergen to tine par¬ 
lor table and lnger comes in (almost immediately) from the 
right; she has been walking just off screen. More complex 
examples utilize a device from Vampyr, the off-screen space 
behind the camera. When we first see lnger In shorn, she is 
oil the left side of the room (fig. 12); hut when she ejiters 
the frame to take away Johannes's candles, she comes in 
from the right side (fig. 13). One later scene bares the de¬ 
vice of space behind the camera by framing the doctor and 
the parson at the table and showing old borgt'n enter the 
shot first from the right, then the left, several times (figs. 
14-15). Such passing around behind the camera avoids the 
coherent spatial relations characteristic of the classical 1 iol- 
1 ywood scene. The classical representation of space seeks 
to frame ail the relevant features of setting —hence the “es¬ 
tablishing" shot -but in Ordet the relation of setting to 
frame is pulled out of kilter; there am hardly any establish¬ 
ing shots in the traditional sense. Our orientation to the 
tableau is now challenged by disorientation of frame edges 
and character location. Qrdet'$ camera movements open up 
gaps and difficulties within these tidy inferiors. 


14 

A specific sort of camera movement creates yet another 
spatial deformation, one that the "following characters 
moving independently of the characters" distinction 
ignores. Vampy?, Day of W roils r and Ten flrapff had al¬ 
ready exhibited a tendency toward peculiarly rotational 
camera movements. When David Gray surveys the doc¬ 
tor's offices, when the camera explore* the room to reveal 
Gisble's absence, when Anne crosses the rectory parlor, or 
when Absalon visits Laurentius, the camera arcs in c?rtf df- 
jwfioM and pans m tire opposite dir^tuMS. In Ordet r virtually 
every moving-camera shot has recourse to the arc-and-pafl 
movement. The transitional Jilin here is Dreyer's short 
documentary Thorvaldsen (1948), An exploration of the var¬ 
ious relations of camera movement to an object, the film 
favors circular motion, with statues revolving on turntables 
and the camera spiralling slowly around them. The result 
is a powerful sense of three-dimensionality, achieved 
through the kinetic depth effect.** By the time of Orafet, 
Dreyer no longer had to build curved dolly tracks and 
could simply use a crab dolly to shape every shot in a ro¬ 
tational way. 16 Often Ordi't organises the arc-and-pan 
movement around objects or relatively unmoving figures, 
As a result the painterly flatness of lighting, setting, and 
Composition is undermined bv a camera movement which 
throws the objects arid static figures into relief, and con¬ 
tinuously re-angles the overall lines within the frame. Ob¬ 
jects anil motionless characters become less painterly, inoTe 
sculptural. Qntui 's most flagrant example, which bares the 
device, is the shot of Johannes sitting with Marer’1. The two 
characters stay in the same spot, but the camera arCS slowly 
a round them in a half-circle counterclockwise, while 
D revet pans against the grain digs, lb-18). We might be 
watching a sluii of a Thorvaldsen statue; the arc and-pan 
movement creates a new, plastic chamber space. 
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But the nature of Oriel's mise-eft-sdtw —nut statues but 
moving human beings—complicates the effects of the 
arC-and-p^Ti movement- In a curious reversal, the shots 
which travel with walking characters tend to flatten them 
within the overall space. Why? Because even though mov¬ 
ing, line figures tend to display a narrow range of their 
aspects. Even if Ehe characters walk diagonally or turn 
semidrcuLariy the arc-and-pan movements carefully com¬ 
pensate Si] as constantly to display the same side of the 
figure. For example, the camera gyrates when the doctor 
walks around Inger's bed, keeping him in rough.lv a 
three-pitar:ers view, Or. when Mikkel cTosses the parlor to 
rebuke Johannes, the camera minutely displaces itself so as 
to present only his profile (figs. 19-20). 

Although such spatial effects are difficult to illustrate on 
the page, their functions can be identified. In genera], the 
camera movements inOnicf exceed the “following shots" 
typical of classical practice {and the very concept of the 
"following shot"), in that the an; -and-pasi combination is 
narrativeEv gratuitous. (A lateral lit diagonal track would 
do as well ) Another Con sequence of this type of camera 


image 


movement is that it permits Dreyer to stay at a fixed dis¬ 
tance from the characters while stitl keeping them and the 
camera in motion. There is seldom a straight track-in nr 
track-nut, only a sidelong gliding with the figures. Thus 
the camera is never forced into patterns which would in¬ 
ternally segment the long take, as in Reisa and Millar's 
Rope examples. The arc-and-pan movement helps keep 
frame space prominent, the figures equidistant from the 
camera, and the lung take blocklike in its unity. 

hi addition, the camera's treatment of the moving 
figures interacts significantly with its handling of the ob¬ 
jects and static figures. What Dreyer's early films do to 
chamber space through shot composition is now done 
through camera and figure movement. In those films, 
Jflisc-crc-sararc calls attention to the figure composition and its 
decor. Mow the arc-and-pan movement yields a similar re¬ 
sult while following moving figures. Camera movement 
compensates for figure movement by keeping the scale and 
angle of the figure constant; at the same time, the moving 
frame animates the setting by giving us constantly chang¬ 
ing rotational views. The characters' surroundings— 'Sialic 
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objects and people—‘become prominent, chunky,, solid, 
but Lhe moving character retains a comparative flatness, 
since it presents fewer aspects than adjacent chairs, lamps, 
dt^fcs, tables, and doorways. Thus the tendency toward 
the tableau reappears in camera movements which stress 
thu shut space as such. 

The teleology of the shot 

The result of ail these wavs of foregrounding the shot as a 
unit of cinematic representation is the creation of relatively 
autonomous patterns of time and space. Through the 
sparse setting, the long take, and camera movement, each 
shot develops its own teleology: we ask how the shot will 
develop, who will enter if, where and tv hen it will end. A 
suspense Pol fascination with sheerly temporal and spatial 
pattern h i$ forced upon us. Like the music of an opera, the 
shots in Ordel "accompany” the narrative, developing 
alongside the unfolding action. Sometimes, as especially in 
the treatment of Johannes, the cinematic accompaniment is 


expressive, "Wagnerian" motivated narratively; more of¬ 
ten, the accompaniment is more "Schoenbergian," in that 
the shots concern themselves only with the cool working- 
out of their own internal laws, thus constituting parallel 
systems relatively independent of narrative demands. 17 

Let me briefly point out some of these laws. The relative 
autonomy of the long-take shot is immediately apparent in 
those shots when camera movement clearly ignores moti¬ 
vation by narrative cues. At certain moments, we hear off¬ 
screen sounds and the camera does not move to reveal 
their sources. Similarly, the camera may play tricks on us, 
as when Jnger sits at the parlor table, praying; the shot 
frames a door prominently behind her, but no one comes 
through it. Three shots later, as old Bergen loaves, the 
camera moves not to reframe him but to conceal him, In 
such instances, we sense strongly that the camera is pursu¬ 
ing its own arabesque course, which need not coincide 
with the trajectory of the dramatic action. 
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More striking because more subtle are the shots which 
emphasis tht’iT own overall patterning. Simple prece¬ 
dents for such patterns may be found in Tten People, where 
the krngish takes and anc-and-pan movements tend to call 
hi certain attention to their own syfflmetrical shapes- The 
final shut illustrates this habit. Husband and wife have 
both swallowed poison. He lies with his head In her lap. 
The camera tracks in to her, pans down to him. pans up to 
her, and tracks back;: then the camera again tracks in to her, 
again pans down to him, and again tracks back to its initial 
position as the two die. Add to this the incessant creaking 
of the dolly, and we have something tike a rehearsal for the 
theatric,aIkaiion of Onctef. 

Indeed, throughout Orrict, almost every long take de¬ 
velops its own rigorous logic. In the very first scene in the 
Gorgen parlor, we encounter a shot which is programmed 
as thoroughly as a formula. Anders is looking out the win¬ 
dow, framed in a doorway (fig. 21). He comes out and goes 
to wake his father (fig. 22}, then goes outdoors (fig. 23). 
The camera continues on its leftward course to catch JEiger 
opening her door and going to look out the window (figs. 
24-23). The shot is balanced by its symmetries: Anders at a 
window a?: the shot's beginning, Inger at a window at the 
shot's end; three walls of the parlor, each with a doorway 
giving Onto an adjacent room; Anders coming out of his 
room's depth at the beginning, Inger going into her room's 
depth at file end, and Anders both going into and ruining 
Out of Burgers's room in the middle. Apart from concisely 
introducing us to the chamber space which will dominate 
the film, the shot creates its own temporal-spatial form, 
comparable to the one created by the editing in the se¬ 
quence from The /Arson's Widen 1 analyzed in chapter four. 

The shat is typical of how the film combines camera 
movement, setting, figure movement,, and the rhythm of 
the long take to create rigorous patterns. Once each shot 
has been stressed as a unit, it gains even greater formal 
integrity through rhymes and rhythms of activity and 
stasis within it. The "dominant" of such patterns wilt vary. 
In our first example, movement and geography govern. 
Sometimes the glance will create a formal symmetry. One 
shot beginn at the left doorway as Mikkel enters to greet 
the parson The camera follows them around the table until 
Mikkel looks off right and the camera moves to the right 
doorway, through which Bergen, Inger, and the children 
enter. After the parson leaves, Eorgan and Inger enure to 
the table to await Anders's return from Peter's. Again. 


Mikkel and Inger look, off right, and again the camera 
glides right to pick up Anders entering, Characters’ looks 
have neatly segmented the shot. Or the movement of a 
single character around the space will often give the shot a 
marked internal shape We have seen how Anders's pac¬ 
ings around the kitchen motivate several camera move¬ 
ments; the same effect appears when fhe doctor's trips 
from Inger to the surgical instruments and back to Inger 
produce a regular rhythm. It is now clear why the cam¬ 
era does not follow any and every figure movement: the 
camera accompanies only those character movements 
which enable it to construct the patterns we have been 
examining- 

All these examples permit us to identify another law of 
the long take; the shot will ask us to compare its beginning 
with its ending. The various Stages of shot 47 are illustrated 
on the following pages., The shot begins framing the table 
while Karen trims the lamp. Mikkel enters the frame (fig. 
26} and we follow him right to the door to meet Bergen and 
get a pail (fig. 27). He leaves the shot and we follow Borgcn 
and Anders as they walk to the chest (fig. 28). After Anders 
goes to bed, Borgen walks left back to the table (fig. 29). 
This completes the first phase of the shot, the first return to 
the point of departure. Johannes enters and, after talking 
with Byrgen, drifts out (fig. 3Q). A''earlier in the shot, Mik* 
kel rushes into the frame (fig. 31) and we follow him and 
Borgen across the parlor to the chest (fig. 32). Mikkel seizes 
linen and dashes out (fig. 33), and again old Borgen 
shuffles back to the table (fig. 34). The shot ends where 
if began. The return to previous setups, the repetitions of 
actions, and the alternation between movement and rest 
—all contribute to making the shot a highly formalized 
spa tin ■ temporal entity. 

Sometimes, on the other hand, the shot will make a 
point of nnt ending where it began. When little Maren 
comes out to see Borgen, the camera's orientation is to¬ 
ward her room (fig. 351. After Borgen sends her off to bed, 
the camera arcs with him as he goes to the opposite end of 
the room to console Mikkel (fig. 36}, and the shot ends 
with the Image of the door of Inger's sickroom (fig. 37). 
Here beginning and ending contrast two implicit off-screen 
spaces by gradually linking the two doors. (The same con¬ 
trast is Stressed in the arcing movement around Johannes 
and Maren which we have already examined.) In such 
ways., the shots gather force through their teleological 
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forms, the implication that they are developing toward thL‘ 
completion of internal patterns, 

En his essay an the sound cinema, Dreyer points out 
how camera and figure movement can create a rhythmic 
ensemble. Here, twenty years before OrciW was made, 
he anticipates the film's handling of these two sorts of 
" restlessness 


34 

Characteristic of all yond filmis a certain rhythm-bound 
restlessness/ rt'iiic/i is mraterf fmrtly through the actor's 
movements hi the pictures and partly through a more or 
less rapid interchange of the pictures themselves. A litre, 
woto/e oopfpem, wh ich even in dose-ups ml justs flexibly 
and folloies the persons so that she background is con¬ 
stantly shifted ... is important for the first type of 
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nsf/essness, . . . Example: the third act of Kai Mimk's 
The Word /rites place iti the drawing room of t!ie Bergen 
famity's farm. . . . Tire nc/ors going to and fm??! the siek^ 
herf vnndd contribute to creating the tici) types af resftess- 
jjess nr excitement that condition the rhythm of ihe Him to 
an essential degree . ,H 

Driver correctly seizes upon the scenes taking place during 
the lung, painful night of Inger's giving birth, for in this- 
section of tine film (shots 35-63), the shots' tendency to 
assume comp Ur* spatio-temporal shapes is al its height. 
Distinct zones of the parlor are established—the desk by 
the sickroom door, the doorway in the left rear, the parlor 
table, Inger's yarn chair, the back door in the right rear, the 
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door to the children's room, and., on the far right, the door 
to Anders's and Johannes's room. As In the nighttime cir¬ 
cuit from Anders's morn to Inger's at the film's beginning, 
during these Eater shots characters are constantly crossing 
from her sickroom to the other side of the parlor and back 
again. One shot (47) wilt, as we saw in figures 21-29, 
begin on the table and trace only part of Mikkel's progress 
as he dashes in and out of the sickroom with bucket or 
linen. Another shot (49) will begin on the door to Maren's 
room, follow her to lire table, then follow oEd Borgen to the 
Sickroom door. Yet another ■'hot (56) begins on the table 
and moves to the window when Anders and Borgcn gn to 
watch the doctor's car leave, What creates the overall to 
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and-fro pattern? A simple chart will clarify the shitts in 
camera movement. Omitted shot numbers are cutaways to 
scones outside the parlor, and arrows indicate camera and 
figum movements from one point tef another. 

Now the Conditions for the to-and-fro framings of the 
figures emerge metre clearly. Sometimes the camera 
movement will pick L]p a moving character at a ptiint al¬ 


ready traversed in the previous shot, so that the space 
covered overlaps; this happens when the area to the right 
of the table is crossed by Borgen and Evlikkel (shot 47), then 
by Johannes (4W), then by Maren (49). More often, a Jong 
take will begin on t>r near the spot where the previous shot 
ended. Significantly, this occurs even after we have cut 
to another locale and then mherricif to the parlor. Thus 
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shot 54 begins at the spot where shot 52 left off, as 56 Joes 
from 54, 58 from 56, and so on. Not until the very end of 
thL- childbirth sequence d(n:.c d single camera movement 
encompass the entire room: in shot 65, Anders and Mikkel 
carry Johannes out and Mikkel returns to the sickroom, 
griefstricken. The diagram makes it apparent that the over¬ 
all pattern of the scene's camera movements consists of a 
precise, inexorable sraiitu'ii# of the parlor, the camera swing¬ 
ing across this space almost as singlemindcdly as does 

Michael Snow's in *-* . The sequence's rigorous 

theme-and-variations form shows that not only does each 
long take tiave an internal logic hut so does the overall en¬ 
semble of tong takes, from a parlor, some moving figures, 
and a mobile camera, there emerges a densely patterned 
system independent of the narrative. 

By now it should be clear that the film's use of camera 
movement cannot be adequately understood by using only 
the "following, moving characters moving independently'' 
distinction. Neither Wood nor Pa train could account for 
the shots we have examined, For Wood, the geometrical 
camera movements would point to an omniscient manipu¬ 
lation; vE-l virtually every camera movement is motivated 
by character movement. But Parra in would be wrong to see 
in tills a subordination of camera movement to the narra¬ 
tive, since the camera does not follow any passing figure 
but only t lose "going Us way/' fitting into its own trajec¬ 
tory. The complexity of the spatial system is perhaps best 
revealed in the last shot we get of the Borgen parlor, the 
long track down and along the hymn-singing mourners in 
Shot 7ft. This is the culmination of the film's exploration of 
this chamber, recapitulating all the temporal, spatial, and 
teleological features of camera movement that we have 
seen at wo rk. 

The shot begins as a clear instance of "following the 


characters." Mikkel enters the parlor by the main doorway 
and comes to talk with a mourner (fig- 3b), The camera 
then leaves Mikkel and begins a slow arc right and pan left, 
picking out Line seated or standing mourner after another 
(figs. 39-4(1:1 and ending on those by the right wall (fig. 41). 
We follow no one's movements; we simply survey the 
guests. The camera then, with a flagrant lack of economy, 
dan Wes back on itself, arcing left and panning right, again 
accompanying no one (figs. 42-45), But this new route re* 
veals several things. First, it carries us much closer to the 
people we have already seen—so close, in fact, that some 
mourners in the foreground during the first phase are off 
screen (behind the camera) on the second pass. Secondly, 
the new path permits the a n--and-pan movement to reveal 
people who could not be seen the first time around, a 
woman with a little girl sit Ling in the corner. (Compare tigs, 
41 and 42.) ['his is a good example of bow the arc-and-pan 
can make unmoving objects spring forward sculpturally, 
When the camera eventually returns to Mikkt4 (fig. 45), bis. 
conversation with the mourner has been completed; along 
with the (by now ubiquitous) creak of the dolly, this off¬ 
screen narrative action helps foreground the duration of 
the camera movement we've just witnessed. Already we 
can see the complex effect of a camera movement that is at 
pains to complete its own spatio-temporal pattern, inter¬ 
secting with and deviating from the narrative: to return to 
the opera metaphor, in this shot the camera has been given 
a formally integral soto. 

But the shot is not over. After Mikkel leaves, the camera 
continues to move laterally left along the wall, pint the 
stove and a few more mourners, to settle on the door of 
Inger's sickroom (figs. 46-47). This conclusion, as unex¬ 
pected as it is gratuitous, recalls how previous camera 
movements bad begun at the table or the opposite wall and 
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ended on the door of this room, Moreover, the camera 
plays strongly on our expectations here: so many people 
have passed through this door that wi: haw a right to ex¬ 
pect someone to emerge. (No one does.) Finally, this last 
phase of the shot poses an amusing problem for the "'sub- 
ordinate to the characters*independent of the characters" 
distinction. At first glance, the camera seems to move au¬ 
tonomously to the sickroom door. But the next shot (fig. 
48} reveals Mikkel com mg into the sickroom by another en¬ 
trance. Given the layout of the house, our tracking shot 
has in effect traced Mikkel*s steps to the death room by 
fr'flcm'uiy Ms movanents ns if he erwld in? seal through the itwU 
and ending on the door of the room which he enters by 
another route. The rhythm of Mikkel's walk is sensed and 
folLowed by the camera even though he is not visible. 

To what end do time, space, and teleological form so 
stress the shot as a unit of cinematic in presentation? Our 
study of other Dreyer films offers one answer: that all these 
devices permit cinematic time and space to vie with narra¬ 
tive logic for prominence. The flow of the narrative slows, 
thickens, freezes; the rhythm is broken; the film becomes 
an example of that '’relative immobility" which Brecht 
claimed to be characteristic of cinema: "It is by nature static 
and must be treated as a succession of tableaux." 1 " Specific 
to C'rdW, however,, and new to Dreyer's career, is that 
mode of theatricali^ation whereby the film splits cinema tic 
"performance" from the play's text. The larger purpose of 
Orttet’s theatricalization must be sought within the need of 
the film to represent the resurrection of Ingcr. 


SPARSENESS 

Qrdet is widely considered to be a film whose style is 
''abstract" in some respect. Usually, the terra refers to the 
ban? but the: concept can lx 1 widened usefully 

if we consider "abstraction" in its root sense— ab-st where r 
to "draw away from." What is implied is a process of 
sparsening, of selection and simplification. Following this 
Lead, we find that a notion of sparseness helps explain 
many features of the film - • not least the representation of 
the miracle at the end. 

As a theoretical concept, sparseness entails a process of 
at least two stages. 

1. KetMcfferr. The classical narrative cinema, as we have 
seen, subordinates stylistic means to a narrative domi¬ 
nant which deforms them. But these stylistic means 


remain relatively varied and replete. This does not 
mean that the classical style's possibilities Stretch to in¬ 
finity; the model is an internally varied, but still limited, 
norm. For our purposes hero, the classical model func¬ 
tions as a background set for a sparser cinema, 

Initially, we are tempted to define that sparser 
cinema as sheer stinginess. Compared to Hollywood's 
variety of camera distances, Bresson utilizes relatively 
few. Of the classical cinema's range of camera heights 
and angles, Qizu typically retains on I v >1 low, straight-on 
camera position. Against the finite stylistic set of the 
Hollywood cinema, sparse style seems at first simply 
negation through quantitative reduction. 

Such reduction is characteristic of Qrdtf. There is, 
for instance, the film's general lack of stylus tic variety 
featme d'Arc, Vtimf.njr, and Day cf Wrath all work with a 
Considerable range Lif camera distance and angle. Onlel 
seldom varies the camera distance from plaji-umerktiin 
and long shot, and there is an obstinate refusal to leave 
the straight-on angle. We have seen how editing in La 
Passion dc Jmrrwd’Arc and Vampyr plays off several clas¬ 
sical norms, but Ordel has very little editing at all; view¬ 
ers are likely to remember the neglect of cutting. For 
such reasons, the film is often classified as a work of 
sheer asceticism and rarefaction. Graft 1 /, writes Robin 
Wood, is symptomatic of Dreycr's "progressive stylistic 
tightening and rigidifying, a movement away from 
freedom and fluency."-" 

Guild's reduction operates in another way. If the 
Classical norm subordinates style hi narrative form, that 
means that moments not clearly related to the narrative 
Logic must be excised. Yet we have seen, how Orders 
rfrisr-eir-smie, long takes, and camera movements work 
hi slow the film’s rhythm through drama ben Ely empty 
intervals. The resulting retardation has the effect of 
planing down narrative elements to thy same Level as 
non-narrative ones: the doctor's movement from in¬ 
strument table In Inger is as important as his diagnosis. 
The sa honey of narrative is reduced by the attenuated 
surface of Driver's theatrics lization. 

Yel it reduction were all that mattered in the sparse 
style. Wood's charge of ossification might be apt. If the 
Cliche that ’’less is more" means anything, it must be 
that quantitative selection somehow affects qualita¬ 
tive richness. Thequalitative move comprises 4 second 
stage ot the sparsening process. 


it 
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2. Foregrounding of the minute. Stylistic denial produces 
discrimination. A Gesteltiyt metaphor is useful; against 
a cluttered background, a figure Can barely be dis¬ 
cerned; against a relatively reduced ground,, the figure 
stands out more sharply.: and against an absolutely neu¬ 
tral ground, the figure's slightest details yield them- 
selves. Hoilywood cinema, fur aesthetic and ideological 
reasons, offers us a relatively reduced ground. Going 
further, sparse cinema's reduction foregrounds certain 
qualities of style that are underplayed by the norm. In a 
film with 50W shots edited in continuity, the cut will not 
acquire much edge or force; feul in a film composed 
mainly of long takes, such as Ordei, the cut is con¬ 
siderably foregrounded. Our threshold of significance’ 
shifts, and the nuances of wise-cii-smic, camera and 
figure movement, sound, and editing stand out in a 
rare relief, The reduction is cued by context, as Meir 
Sternberg suggests: 

Tire more revolutionary a zeork in its conception of the 
scale of significance, the more does if depend im the opera¬ 
tion of the $harply-endo&'d, vttiuv-ifi'tennin mg context of 
the iriulte TniJri. Fi'r in $u£h rivvlutninary w}fk$ it is 
mainty the quantitative indicator that draw s the reader'* 
attention Jo the modification or even itnvrshm of the con - 
Itetlfionai hierarchy of significance; or in other mmt$. it is 
tfrese «wJfcs that most fully exploit the fact that what is 
conventionally regarded as trivial can be contextually in¬ 
vested with artistic impiorlance by cxlenshv treatment. 2i 
Stylistically Ontet confronts us not only with denial but 
also with j sharpened and precise selectivity, a parsimony 
that tests and weighs its every choice. To stress only what 
is absent is to miss the figure -and -ground interplay. 
Against the background of the dominant norms, the sys¬ 
tematic refusal of those norms fe.g-, shifting angle ur cut¬ 
ting within scenes) yields what Jim Uitman calk a 
'■'minus-device,''™ a negating factor which emerges with 
particular salience. (So we attend to the straight-on angle 
in itwit-, or to tin,’ lung Ejki.“ js such-} Eiarlier I suggested 
that fora E [irmalist theory of art, a Work def am Diarizes not 
only ordinary perce ptinn of the wiirld but also our percep¬ 
tion nf other art works. Parody is si rrt.pl y an extreme til - 

stance of t he tendency of art works to cite and negate other 
works- We have already seen how Jeanne d‘Ai? and Vamjyr 
assume acquaintance with principles of the classical Hol¬ 
lywood paradigm. In Qrdet, Dreyer goes further, Granting 
all the film's systematic refusals.. OrdW nevertheless rein¬ 
serts, in small quantities and at judicious intervals, ordi¬ 


nary stylistic devices. Compared with the classical cinema, 
Ordei remains radically spare: but the film goes on to intro¬ 
duce doses of impurities which become strikingly notice¬ 
able. In this context, common devices Stand out with an 
uncommon boldness. Ordet, in fact, creates a context 
which defamiliarizes a range of classical devices. 

For example, a film may present a narrative episode in 
one shot or in several shots, if we exclude the brief transi¬ 
tional shots that function within crosscutting patterns, w‘e 
find that Ordef displays a considerable range in the relation 
of editing patterns to narrative development. It is not sur¬ 
prising that thirteen scenes present their action in a single 
long take, What Is noticeable is that the long take does not 
exhaust the film's dccoupage. Three scenes consume two 
shots each, one scene consumes four shots... one comprises 
five shots, two scenes comprise six shots, one scene 
consumes ten shots, another fourteen, and another forty. 
Notwithstanding some differences in running time, the 
rangy of results exhibits a fairly selective application of 
editing to narrative logit;. 

Sparseness strategies emerge even more saliently when 
we consider the nature of the shot changes involved. Be¬ 
fore part IV, there are only four analytical" shot changes 
(he-, shot changes enlarging or reducing a portion of space 
shown in the previous shot) and thirty contiguity shot 
changes, (i.c., shot changes revealing space adjacent to that 
shown in the previous shot), The point lies not only in the 
rarity of such ordinary stylistic figures. The distribution of 
the devices constitutes a much more powerful index of Or¬ 
ders strategy of sparseness. If the ten eyeline matches be¬ 
fore part IV were evenly scattered across the film, it would 
not be so significant as what actually happens: the first 
scene utilizes six cut of the fen eyeline matches, and the 
other four appear at two quite significant moments after¬ 
ward, In the first scene, when Anders discovers Johannes 
missing, the malt* members of the family follow as Inger 
watches. The scene is built entirely out of contiguity cuts, 
either with benefit of eyelines or with simple spatial pro¬ 
ximity. tn subsequent scenes, when Dreyer cuts to a new 
space in the same locale, he does not use eyeline cutting. 
Given the reliance on condnguity cutting without glances 
to motivate the cuts;,, the two later eyeline-match cuts stand 
out with special boldness: Inger Looking out at the parson 
entering the church and Anne's point of view on the Bibli¬ 
cal illustration, Taken together, the evcline-match cuts 
compare Anders, Inger, and Anne as point-of-view charac- 
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tersand parallel what they see (Johannes, parson, Jesus) in 
order to help motivate the denouement. En short, quantity - 
tive reduction is accompanied by a.patterned foregrounding 
of the minute. 

Even the comparative Stability of the contiguity cut is 
eroded some what in the course of the film. During the long 
night of finger's painful childbirth, the cutting within the 
chamber space becomes as noticeable as any camera 
movement seen prior. In the course of the segment (de¬ 
marcated as It D -II $), Anders and oEd Bnrgvn return to the 
farmhouse, the chiLd dies, Borgen tries to console Maren 
and Mikkel, and Johannes tells Maren he will try to revive 
IngCT after she dies- It is during than segment that Johannes 
leads his most ambiguous off-screen exi&tence r for not only 
does he drift unexpectedly m and out of the frame hut con¬ 
tiguity cutting keeps us uncertain as to whether he is pres¬ 
ent at anyone moment. For example, after old Borgen sits 
back down at the table, there is a cut to a shot of another 
corner of the room, a shot revealing Johannes kneeling be¬ 
fore "the man with the scythe" Retrospectively, we cannot 
ascertain whether Johannes has just entered the room or 
whether he has been there offscreen throughout the previ¬ 
ous shot. After Borgen and Mikkel go into the sickroom, a 
contiguity cut to a chair reveals Johannes sitting there, but 
again we cannot decide how long he has been present- Tn 
this scene, the contiguity cut becomes marked as a device 
by the indeterminacy it creates. 

A similar effect arises from the "analytical'' shot 
change, the editing device that situates a spatial fragment 
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within a whole by means of cutting into or out of the scene. 
Sitting on the chair, Johannes is joined by Maren; Dreyer 
cuts in to a piittt'flttiir'ictiin of die two (figs. 49—50). The ef¬ 
fect is explosive. The second shot is only 24 seconds lung 
(whereas its mates are 1 204 and 140 seconds respectively), 
Moreover, this is only the second analytical shot change in 
the film, (The tirst was-the dissolve from the Bergen farm 
to the "Burgensgaard" sign, some ninety minutes earlier!) 
Finally, the cut is gratuitous. Many earlier scenes have 
begun similarly and have readjusted the camera or figure 
position to keep the action within a single shot; this abrupt 
cut violates the reductive norm already established in the 
course of the film Plainly, the film here defamiliarizes the 
analytical-cutting device; one of the most common figures 
of classical editing is here "made strange" by the context. 
Since the next shot consists of the arcing camera move¬ 
ment we have already examined (figs, 16-IS) and since the 
next cut (to the sickroom door} is also an analytical one— 
the last before the final scene—there can be little doubt 
that in this scene between Johannes and Maren, many of 
the fundamental principles of theatricslizntion and sparse¬ 
ness are laid bare. 

After Inger lias died and Johannes has failed to revive 
her, one more stylistic device of the classical cinema is 
brought in to be estranged. The "montage sequence" as 
normally used, compresses a lengthy process or a set of 
habitual actions into a short space by excerpting certain 
typical aspects and linking them through dl&SCtVeSor other 
optical punctuations. The montage sequence in Onfcf rep- 


ONDET 167 


resents Johannes's second escape and the family's search 
for him. Bui in the sparse context of the film, the sequence 
stands ou: as a specimen of the classical norm. NondiegetLe 
music wells up for the first time since the opening credits. 
In a film containing long takes, five fade-outs and four dis¬ 
solves,. we now "fend a sequence presenting six shots 
in a mtnuie and a half, all linked by wipes. In context, the 
Sequence looks positively flashy. This sequence dc- 
familiarizes another figure of the classical style,, adding lo 
the film's practice of judiciously reinserting standardized 
devices within its scale of significance. 

The result of all this is a film which leans toward a 
"■permutaiionar fonn, a tendency to cite a range uf classi¬ 
cal stylistic devices very sparingly.-’ This can be considered 
a case "where separate portions of a single lexL are consti¬ 
tuted according to different structural laws and a possible 
paradigm of codes is realized in the different portions of 
the work in various degrees of in tensive nets .' rii Gertrud 
will push the pennulalional principle even further. 

It is only in the context of the prove ss of thea tnc*31 iza - 
tinn and the strategy of the sparse style that the function of 
Orders last scene can be estimated. From a narrative 
standpoint the miracle unifies the film, canceling the prob¬ 
lems raised by Johannes as a narrative force. We need to 
notice, though, that this final scene also accomplishes an 
important repress tnfiininl unification, Whereas theatrical!- 
zalion and spar$<?m>$S have foregrounded spatio-temporal 
form as such, the resurrection of lnger reintegrates space 
and time, rmlipts them with structures of causality, Here, 
cinematic form returns to a stable articulation of narrative 
form and helps motivate the miracle. 

From tliis standpoint, it is evident that in two cases, the 
citation of classical cutting patterns works to prepare for a 
final alignment of narrative and style. The scene between 
Johannes and Maren in the parlor (shots 50-31) does,, we 
know, several things, including forcing us to notice the 
arc-and-pan camera movement. Narratively, the scene is 
crucial, tor here the story ts struggling to keep itself uni¬ 
fied. Johannes begins to fear that he cannot revive lnger. 
while Mamn insists that he must, Johannes must see His 
way to the narrative's closure, but Maren is the agent who 
makes sure that the film can achieve it, In this context, the 
sudden appearance of analytical editing patterns antici¬ 
pates the way that culling will fulfill narrative demands in 
the death room, Later, the search for Johannes (shots 67- 
72), edited as a conventional montage sequence, antici¬ 
pates closure by its very position. Odd as it looks in Shis 


film , the sequence announces a possible harmony of narra¬ 
tive meaning, image, and music that leads smoothly to¬ 
ward the resurrection, 

The final sequence has often been considered a prime 
instance of Dreyer's stylistic abstraction, and indeed the 
pervasive white walls, broken by shafts of light and a few 
pieces of furniture, stress bodies and faces with an insis¬ 
tence similar to that of Ui ftmifm ric feattue d'Are. In the 
earlier film, however, the abstract jufsc-cu-srcpie' is accom¬ 
panied by abstract, even incoherent spatial relations, In 
Ottfcf'sliist scene, the abstract hi ise-eti -seewe permits cutting 
and fiim cm movement to fun struct an integral and narra¬ 
tively intelligible space. 

Some characteristics I lv Dreyeri&n devices establish the 
unity of the death room's space, The room is treated as a 
360° whole, each half of which is shown during the first 
two shots: on one side, the two windows (fig. 31), on the 
other side, the clock and the opposite wall (fig, 52}, The 
clarity of this space is further assured by a centerpiece— 
[■ngeris coffin, a fixed reference point for all character posi¬ 
tion and movement. It is inaccurate to claim that the shots 
of the opposite wall are taken from the point of view of 
lnger lying in the coffin, JS but certainly the presence of the 
font of the coffin in such shots creates a unified position 
from which to map the flow of llie action. The coherence of 
the space is reinforced by two devices not previously used 
in the film: traditional establishing shots and tracking shots 
which move straight backwards, or forward. Throughout 
the final scene, Dreyer is careful to signal the presence and 
location of every character, a practice which seldom occurs 
in the rest of the film. 

Once the space lias been laid out, m a manner charac¬ 
teristic of Dreyer's circular ei?se-err-^rejn - , it Is quickly made 
subordinate to the cause-effect progression of the narra¬ 
tive, The characters announce Hie scene's agenda: "The 
Vicar will soon be here." 'And so, lnger, we shall put the 
lid over you." "Let the Parson say a prayer" "Any news 
of Johannes?" The narrative problems are about to be re - 
solved, and at just this point the final sequence rapidly 
returns to the conventions of the classical norm. Ordet 
rediscovers the match-tin-action Cut, .shot-reverse-shut, 
the eyeline match, analytical editing, and the close-up. 
Here are the major stages. 

The prayer. The parson comes forward to lead a 
prayer (fig, 53) and a ISO"' cut matches his action (fig- 34), 
This is the only match-on-action, cut in the film, The parson 
now stands at the point from which most shots facing 
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tin. 1 opposite wall are taken; even when he steps away, this, 
posit inn remains the perspective of the scene's intelligibil¬ 
ity. As the parson admonishes each of the Borgens not to 
grieve, shot''re verse-shot editing, linked by eye lines, 
punctuates his speech according to traditional narrative 
logic ( J 'Therefore, cherish those memories . , , f* "And to 
you, Mikkel Bergen . . ."). (See figs. 55-56.) When the 
parson bows to pray, a cut outdoors reveals Peter and his 
family arriving at Borgensgaard. It is the last instance of 
crosscutting in the film.; from now mi, all action will be 
confined to the death chamber. 

The union of Anders and Anne, One long take pre¬ 
sents the family's thanking of the parson, the reunion of 
Bergen and Peter, Peter's giving of Anne to the family, and 
Mikkel's breakdown In the next shot, taken from the op¬ 
posite side of the room, Anders, Bergen, and Mdren bid 
goodbye to Inger w r hile Mikkel sobs beside the coffin. In 
both these shots, the positions of the seated characters and 
the movements of the others are clearly established. We 
always know who is where, 

The return of Johannes, A sound from off screen dis¬ 
tracts Bergen, who looks off screen. Johannes enters, not 
only the object of the look but also the wielder of it: his 
eyeline crosses Borgen's and motivates a reverse shot as 
Bor gen comes to his son. Against a wail so bare that light 
seems to be pouring through if, the camera moves to frame 
the two men—-the first rime that we have seen father and 
son look at each other (fig, 5?), 


52 

The resurrection of Inger. With Johannes's entrance, 
the cutting accelerates: twenty-two shots (a fifth of the 
film's total) will present Lnger's rebirth. Johannes at the 
foot of the coffin announces that inger must rot because no 
one dares ask God to resurrect her: Maren comes in to ask 
him to hurrv up. As wr have seen, Maren as the narrative's 
attempt to replace the madness of Johannes, to contain the 
dispersion it unleashes. At this moment, in other words, 
narrative unity reestablishes its control. 

And space bends obediently to the narrative's needs. 
Eyeline-match shot-reverse-shot cutting continues as the 
parson objects (fig. 58) and Johannes continues (fig. 59). 
Earlier in the film, during the scene between Johannes and 
Maren, analytical editing had been introduced in small and 
isolated doses. Now analytical editing returns in a more 
plentiful context. Furthermore, the editing is dependent 
upon the dialogue. There is a shot of Johannes and Maren 
(Johannes cults on Jesus); a medium shot of Maren ("Grant 
me . . a return to the shot of the two f’ . , , the word 

that can , - another shot of Maren . . raise the 
dead"); back to the two-shot ("In the name of Jesus Christ J 
bid thee , . and as climax a shot of Inger in the coffin 

- Arise 1 "), The resurrection is accompanied by reac¬ 
tion shots of Bergen and Peter and of Maren. Husband and 
wife, reunited, embrace. As Anders goes to start the clock, 
the camera follows him. Mikkel tells inger; "Life begins!" 
The camera tracks in to the film's first close-up (fig. 60j. 

Only imr analysis of theatrical!/.afi,i>n anti sparseness 
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permits us fu see how this final sequence functions to 
complete and unify the film. Our earlier questions—How 
to motivate the miracle? How to represent nt? —-are now 
revealed as interrelated. The miracle is justified as much by 
the style Tid'fofr Drater employs as by purely causal factors. 
Before this final scene, theatrics (ization has made spatio- 
temporal systems relatively independent of narrative logic. 


while sparseness has defamiliarizcd traditional stylistic 
procedures. Now, in a rush, the spatio-temporal systems 
fuse with narrative logic; now the classical figures of edit¬ 
ing and camerawork parade past one by one, reinforcing 
the action's climax. What could have been a wholesale do 
familiarization of the entire decawpag? system of classical 
cinema (this will be the task of Gertrud) has become a re- 


Copy rig hied material 


170 ORD£T 


turn to the familiar. It is not mat that the miracle resolves 
the last of the plot difficulties, returning to narrative -Labi! 
itv. The miracle is n^reaented \m film as a return to cinema tic 
intelligibility; to a space and time responsive to narrative 
demand's, to stylistic figures immediately meaningful. In, 
Inger's resurrection, verisimilitude is violated in the name 
of narrative order,, and the sense of order is justified by the 
return of conventional filmic comprehension. 

Yet there remains a problem: Johannes. Even sane, he 
proposes that Ingerbe resurrected. To the end, he is a nar¬ 
rative wild card, moved not by psychological causality but 
by the narrative's compulsion to end sn a way that will 


satisfy the claims of narrative unity and Christian allegory. 
The style of the final scene works overtime to motivate the 
miracle, but Johannes, who announces his function as 
as formal device, continues in be troublesome. The scene 
acknowledges Johannes's ambivalence the only way it 
can—spatially After reviving Inger, Johannes leaves the 
frame, going out left. He becomes the only character 
whose final position in the room remains unknown to us. 
This, tiny gesture poses as slight a problem as one can im¬ 
agine. Yet even in a scene as massively unified as Orders 
miracle, space refuses to lie completely under the sway of 
narrative structure. 



Ci-TJ'mii is the most problematic film of Dreyer's career. Its 
release created a celebrated controversy. The film, was 
booed at Cannes, and snide reviews greeted the Paris pre¬ 
miere; tint Arts headline pleaded, "Let's let Dreyer sleep in 
peace'''; L? Samvl Oflscrtwfeijr's fake interview described a 
snoring audience; Guana 65 attacked this "two-hour study 
of sofas and pianos." 1 American reviewers were an 
stupefied. "In his best films there has always been an un¬ 
der lying human concern that sustained us through any 
longueur of execution. Here, under the slow, posed pic¬ 
tures, there is nothing but the dated theme." 1 "Gertrud is a 
further reach, beyond mannerism into cinema tie poverty 
and straightforward tedium, fie just sets up his camera 
and photographs people talking to each other, usually 
sitting down; just the way it used to be done before Grif¬ 
fith made a few technical Innovations." 3 If we had to reacti¬ 
vate tire unfamiliar qualities of {eautte d'Arc, we need not 
remind any viewer of the forbidding, estranging qualities 
of Gertrud. 

Such critical responses are symptoms of something 
very important: Gerfrud will not accept either the norms of 
the classical cinema or the norms of the "art cinema" (a 
concept I shall later elaborate). Denying both of these 
modes, Gertrud simply offers itself as empty The blud¬ 
geoning sarcasm of the critics reveals the panic that can 
seize us when confronted with a film that unremittingly, 
almost malevolently, refuses to be cinema of any classifi¬ 
able kind. Gertrud's significance for us today lies primarily 
in what if does not do. 

The first step is to reOognLiW what binds the film to¬ 
gether. In analyzing narrative logic, we shall find that even 
the minimally coherent narrative raises problems of repre¬ 
sentation, Yet a narrative analysis leaves much unex¬ 
plained; this wilt carry us toward a consideration of the 
film’s use of theatrical ization and sparseness. At the level 
Of cinematic style., Gertrud constitutes a virtual "anthol¬ 


ogy" film, citing the classical paradigm in «] nearly exhaus¬ 
tive manner. But even here we find a remainder, an excess 
which cannot be justified on narrative or thematic 
grounds. Perverse as it sounds, the last section of the chap¬ 
ter argues for the important functions of Gertrud'$ 

emptiness. 

A MEMORY FILM 

"A steady contemplation of a dispassionate loneliness in 
itself, appalling in its unrelieved restraint.'’' 1 This descrip¬ 
tion of Ralph Vaughan Williams's Sixth Symphony might 
serve as the ideal epigraph for Gertrud, at least if viewed 
as an ordinary narrative film. Gertrud is, according to a 
straightforward account, about the tragic isolation which a 
woman imposes on herself, through the failure of her men 
to match her impossibly zealous standard of love. Cer¬ 
tainly thy fitm’p narrative logic, its kAmnterspiel qualities, 
and its use of the impersonal and hidden cause encourage 
srtch a resume, Before we can consider the film's excessive 
qualities, we must do justice to the several ways in which it 
proffers itself as readable. 

The plot is constructed along two axes. One is the for¬ 
ward movement of Gertrud's decisions to leave her hus¬ 
band Gustav Manning, to become the mistress os the com¬ 
poser Hr I and Jansson, arid finally to abandon all her men. 
The second movement is retrospective; flashbacks and 
conversations reveal story events in the manner of Ibsen's 
’"continuous exposition." Thus the plot moves forward but 
is accompanied by a constant backing and filling. In the 
first scene,, Gertrud and Gustav lay plans for future actions 
(going to the opera, attending Gabriel Lidman’s banquet) 
but at the same time they exhume events from the past: 
their strained marriage, Gertrud's affair with Gabriel. Ger¬ 
trud's announcement that she no longer wants to be Gus¬ 
tav's wife is accompanied by her post mortem on their life 
together: "You love power, honor. You love yourself, you 
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1. Vilhelm Hani menthol, SeJsJcrrr i Ditgligsfneit No, 2 (Sniahim- rri 
the Daymun No, 2> (I9Q3), 

love your intellectual life, your books, your Havana cigars, 
I'm sure yon also loved me at times-' 1 r 

Subsequent scenes continue the process, Tn the park, 
before Gertrud consents to make love with Ertand, they 
recall their first meeting, and a flashback shows her visiting 
his studio- In a carriage, Gustav s memory 1 of his love for 
Gertrud impells liim to drop in at the opera. At the ban¬ 
quet. w!t i1 1 *- thy student league and Gustav pay tribute to 
Gabriel's poetry, the plttt moves ahead when Gertrud feels 
faint and js helped to the lounge. The lengthy scene in the 
lounge is a veritable orgy of continuous exposition, as 
characters analyze thu past, both recent and distant. Ger¬ 
trud reminisces with Axel about her father, Gustav tells 
her that tie looked for her at the opera, and Gabriel tells her 
how tirland indiscreetly revealed that Gertrud was his mis¬ 
tress. In the park again, Erland admits that he is lied to 
another woman and can't run off with Gertrud. In the 
Kan rungs' parlor, Gabriel begs Gertrud to leave with him. 
and by way of explaining her refusal she recalls their 
affair—motivating the film's second flashback. After Ger¬ 
trud has left Gustav, the film's epilogue returns again to 
nostalgia. Axel visits Gertrud In her retreat and their con¬ 
versation makes a final trip into their days in Paris and into 
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Gertrud's adolescence, Since narrative unity is. for once, 
not supplied by an omniscient authorial intelligence, the 
plot depends on Gertrud's development as a character, her 
gradual change in her attitude toward present and past, 
her rethinking Lit her life. 

Like The Mngtiificeitt Ambersott s, Gertrud becomes a film 
of memory, whose plot forces characters to spend most of 
their time recalling and reinterpreting Story events. Jn 
hamnunv with the intimacy of thy conversations, Gertrldt 
constructs the closed world of Dneyer's knttutterspiel. The 
film returns, more explicitly than unv since jVhciWf^ to the 
tableau style reminiscent of Hammers hoi, the Danish 
pa niter of the interior as still life (figs. 1-2). Tor the only 
time in his career. Drover utilizes a slightly widescreen 
ratio (approximately 1:1.45), the better to favor two people 
symmetrically disposed in the frame, talking. Circular 
FPuSr-L'rr-iaw is used in tine Kannings' parlor, in Janssen's 
studio, in the banquet lounge, and in the final scene in. 
Gertrud's retreat, which makes a complete circuit of 
the decor. These sets. Drever tells us. w r ere buLEl as 
closed rooms, and he echoes Strindberg's justification 
of the chamber theatre as a place in which one can hear 
a whisper: "It creates an intimacy; the actors eventually 
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begin in feel as though it were their own home: rooms in 
which tEie^ lived.*'* With the exception of the student 
league'* march, all the music in Gertrud is literally chamber 
music, for solo violin, string quartet, or piano. 

Gertrud s insistence upon interior space is accompanied 
by an unprecedented emphasis on doors, the passages into 
and out of the chamber. Part nt the theatrical quality of the 
film stems from the characters' incessant entrances and 
exits. One out of every five shots begins with an Opening 
door or ends with a closing door or a vacant doorway. Ger- 
Irud in particular is associated with portals. She enters the 
film framed in the parlor doorway, as if on a proscenium 
stage (fig. .?) and leaves the scene in the same way. During 
Gustav's diatribe, the door becomes an overt symbol for 
Gertrud's sexuality: "For a month now your door lias been 
closed to rite." Before she sing* at the banquet, the wall 
behind the sofa is opened to reveal a door (Hig. 4; compare 
the frames from The President in chapter four, figs, 37-3y). 
After she hat left Gustav, she is framed in the kitchen 
doorway (fig. b). It is thus consistent with the film's iaiffl- 
merspii'l aesthetic that it* last shot depicts a closed door (fig. 
6): not only does the image represent narrative finality bu( 
it concludes the constant tn-and-iro passage through 
domestic space- the chamber is at last sealed. 


The film's insistence upon memory also works in tan¬ 
dem with the narrative principle of the hidden cause. What 
the characters seek in the past is the reason for later event*. 
J, Whv did you break with him?" Gustav asks. Gertrud will 
not mv. He ask* her why she wants a new lover: "What can 
1 explain? I don't understand it myself" When Gustav 
threatens her, she doesn't recognize him as her husband 
■nnd can't understand why he is bitter. In the lounge., Gab¬ 
riel repeats one line as if it were a refrain of Jan*son's 
music: "Gertrud, why did you leave me?"—thy same 
question he reiterates when they meet again in the Man¬ 
nings' parlor. As surely as David Gray, those characters 
search for the absent cause. 

Never has a Dreyer film devoted itself to the search so 
verbosely, Embedded in Gertrud are several types of dis¬ 
courses explicitly about causation. Now- the characters 
themselves lay bare all the usual narrative motivations 
for closure. Religious discourse: "There must be a God. 
Without that, everything is incomprehensible,' J Political 
discourse: Gabriel will become a cabinet minister since "a 
little opposition will l1l> the government no harm." The 
language of psychoanalysts: Axel studies "psychosis, 
neurosis, dreams and symbols," Philosophical reflection: 
Gertrud and Axel discuss the problem of free will. Parody¬ 
ing the work of critics hauling out meaning from the 
Dreyer film, Gertrud render* most thematic interpretations 
0 Helen*: the characters have already applied conventional 
frameworks of intelligibility to their Own actions. 

Most tellingly, there i* thy framework of aesthetic dis¬ 
course. in the form of fhy art work* that populate the film. 
As in Michael, Lhis film about artists invokes its narrative 
parallels through objects d'nrt, in virtually every medium. 
We find sculpture (the statue of Venus in the park), pho- 
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tography, painting, weaving (the lounge tapestry}, draw¬ 
ing (Gabriel's sketch of Gertrud), dance (the students' 
march), theatre (Axel's book on Racine), opera (Fidelia}, 
poetry (Gabriel's and Gertrud's verses), and music. Such 
aesthetic texts are frequently motivated by the narrative. 
Both of Gertrud's songs represent her feelings for Erland, 
the first ("Serenade") expressing her desire, the second 
("Why iim ] angry?") her anguish at his betrayal and her 
recognition that he is incorrigible. Similarly, Axel's book on 
Racine, the playwright of tragic self-sacrifice for love, al¬ 
ludes to Gertrud's situation. No more troublesome are the 
ironic possibilities of the artifacts: Gabriel's passionate 
youthful poems juxtaposed with his present resignation, 
or Gertrud's painting of a man laboring under a burden. 
Expressive or ironic, most such citations are explicable 
through character psychology, It would be a mistake, 
though, to nee the art works as functioning simply to paral¬ 


lel situations. Gertrwf uses art works to pose the problem of 
how aesthetic discourse can adequately represent the mo¬ 
tive force of the narrative. 

Gertrud has recited, to Erland, an account of a dream in 
which she is running naked, pursued by wild dogs. But 
she is ready with a reading: "It was then that [ realised that 
wl l are alone in the world." From psychological concept 
(solitude) to image (dream) to verbal transcription (speech) 
runs an unbroken chain of representations. Cut now Ger¬ 
trud sits in the banquet lounge with Axel. "My father was a 
sad fatalist. He taught us that everything is predes¬ 
tined. . . . 'Destiny controls everything.' " She opts for 
free will: "1 prefer ten choose wu husbands.'' Suddenly .she 
notices the tapestry behind her and the camera draws back 
to frame it (fig. 7). Gertrud says uneasily: "I had that 
dream last night." The sudden appearance of the tapestry, 
with its woman surrounded by wild dogs, -cannot be ex- 
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p|jliu?d through character psychology; the hidden cause 
has revealed itself as impersonal. If one thinks in terms uf 
psyehulofciii'al origins, where did this image come from? 
The overarching principle of all of Dwyer's narratives — 
the abstract causal pattern which governs individual 
action—has manifested itself to the characters. The tapes¬ 
try challenges the smooth passage from concept to image- 
At stake is nothing less than the founding and authorita¬ 
tive intelligibility which Droyer's narratives have alwavs 
sought to guarantee. This tapestry scene sets the narra¬ 
tive a new question: not, "What is the absent cause?" 
but, "Once the absent cause is represented, how to inter¬ 
pret it?" 

The narrative pro prises two answers to the problem, 
nne which Gertrud settles upon, the other toward which 
the audience is drawn. The tapestry is discovered in the 
Context of Gertrud's advocacy of free will. If flue tapestry 
poses the problem of causality, one could solve it in the 
fashion of Gertrud's father: everything is determined. 
Within the world of the film, the characters might posit fate 
as the rea>un that Gertrud left Gabriel, married Gustav, 
took up with Erland, and so on. At some points, Gertrud 
indeed turns into a fatalist. When Gabriel says that he had 
to tell her of Erland "s indiscretion, Gertrud esn sav only: 
‘"Yes, yes, you had to." When Erland admits that he was 
forced to go to Constance's, she responds: "Yes, yes, you 
had to. Hod to -—J suppose that's the key word to every* 
thing." She finally leaves to go to Pans with Axel, to study 
scientifically how such things are possible. 

By the end of flue film, however, Gertrud has rejected 
simple fatalism. She gives determinism a twist (characteris¬ 
tic, incidentally, of much literary criticism as well). Wanting 
to preserve personal psychology she reduces the hidden 
cause to changeless traits of character: thus fate becomes 
only character writ large. Representation will again if 
we posit childhood as its source. When Axel visits her. she 
discloses a piem written In her youth: "Look at me.- 
Am I boautiful?«‘No./But 1 have loved-.'/Look at me.,'Am I 
young?i , Nn..'But I have loved.. 1 '/Look at me..‘Du I liveTMu.-' 
But I have loved." The poem supplies the absent cause, but 
personalized: "Sixteen-year-old Gertrud wrote my gospel 
of love." Tine search for the hidden cause has become a 
search for the foundation of representation, and the an¬ 
swer which satisfies Gertrud ls a simple one. In her youth, 
her character was determined, her future mapped out. 


That is to say that there is still a founding concept which 
provides a source and model for representation. 

Gertrud's solution invites us to accept it, for it explains 
the parallelisms of the film. If character is destiny, then we 
can account for lire way that lovers replay situations. With 
her old love Gabriel and her newest love Erland, Gertrud 
passes through the same phases—infatuated devotion; the 
discovery that she is not loved wholly; and the decision to 
break with her lover. Dialogue reechoes. To Gabriel; "In 
you I had found, a man with whom I could share my 
life. . . . What separated us was your work—honor, fame, 
and money. Love had become a burden to you. . . - You 
are as cold as stone. I want complete love. . . . It's too 
late." To Erland; "Here with you I'm alive again. I can't tell 
you bow happy I am. . = . I love you but vnu don’t love 
me. 1 no longer want you. . . . Leaine me alone, Erland.” 
Even Gustav, her partner in what she cons;tiers a purely 
sensual marriage, gets much the same treatment: "A 
woman puts love of her husband first, but tor him work is 
more important, . . . Do I exist at all? You're mwer aware 
of my thoughts or wishes. . . , The man I choose to live 
with must belong to me completely. . . . I'm leaving." The 
symmetrical placement and diffuse lighting of the 
flashbacks thus function to parallel Gertrud's two affairs, 
and the doubling of locations (two parlor scenes, two park 
scenes, two scenes in Erland's studio) reinforce the sense 
of cyclical reenactment. Parallels of past and present are 
defined through such stylistic devices as sound bridges 
(fanMon's voice river the first flashback) and emphatic dis¬ 
solves which contrast Gertrud "now" and "then" (figs. 
6-9), In sum. narrative parallelism is now explained by a 
pervasive causality: Gertrud's desire for absolute love. 
Emm this standpoint Hie final scene—shot with the dif¬ 
fused light of the flashback—gives Axel the status of yet 
another lover and reveals that at age sixteen Gertrud's 
poem had "predicted" her life. 

All of these connections come from reading the final 
poem as full of significance; the search for the hidden cause 
is finally rewarded by a discovery of thy fateful force of 
human choice. But the tapestry remains unexplained and 
might encourage a fatalist reading of thy narrative. One 
could argue that Gertrud is deluded, that a cause no less 
impersonal than that of other Dreyer films holds sway here 
as well. 

What makes both readings inadequate is the remainder 
that they leave. Both conclusions are at odds with the qua I- 
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ity which we noticed jt the outset. If meaning and repre¬ 
sentation Arc hill and unproblematic, derived either from 
the psyche or an impersonal cause, why is Certntd itself so 
difficult hi assimilate toour ordinary viewing habits? To an¬ 
swer that question, wr need to v^arninv how the film offers 
a critique of the adequacies of rrpimrfifre representation. 


AM ANTHOLOGY FILM 

Throughout out survey of Drover's films, we have seen 
them pose their own persistent problem of representation: 
that of a relative independence of narrative logic and 
cinematic space and time. Against the background of the 
classical model, the films—in various ways—deflect clear 
transmission h of story meaning, lhi trim narrative function, 
and focus, attention on their manipulations of the film 
medium. Tor convenience, ivs 1 can designate as "excess'' 
all these patterns whereby the films systematically escape 
ei i.i rruE ive dete rm i natittn. 

Ccrfrod's difficulty, then, lies not in an incoherent nar- 
rative r like that c A L'Amice Aem rm j li 1 MmienluiA A s uu r J 1 ob¬ 
vious reading" has demonstrated, the film's story makes 
sense in many traditional ways, What is excessive is the 
way that thin narrative is subjected to the work of cinematic 
representation. We know that Dreyer's films open up a gap 
between causal logic and spatio-temporal structures. What 
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happens in Gcrfmd is that the "very slow continuity" ini¬ 
tiated in Day of Wrath and continued in Ordet now becomes 
more than the narrative can bear. Narrative events - 
d lalogLi j 1 . gest li re, <;h n rac ti t eon t rc m ta ti on S — bycu m e swa I - 
lowed up in cinematic struct Lines, like pennies tossed into a 
canyon. The film's structuring of space and time creates 
that excess described by Roland Barthes: "It is this store 
which hi 1 re finds itself in some sort parametric to the sig- 
nitier for which it is now merely the fii-ld of displacement, 
the constitutive negativity, or, again, the fellow traveler/ ,fp 
However readable, even in its ambiguities, the f i I ei a forces 
US to notice a disparity between narrative arid cinematic 
form, In one way, Gertrud becomes excessive by carrying 
further certain principles of theatrics libation and sparse¬ 
ness already at work in Quid. These principles an 1 the SLih- 
ject of our attention now. In the next section, I shall suggest 
how Gertrud is excessive in another wav: in its emptiness. 
As in the other late Dreyer films, filmic space and time 
come forward in GcrfruJ because of inadequate narrative 
motivation This permits the play text to be distanced from 
its performance, shifting our attention to style as a rela¬ 
tively independent realm. Once the shift has been made, 
the film can foreground certain figures from the paradigm 
of the classical cinema. But Gertrud is Dreyer's most radical 
film in these respects. Thealocalization is more stylized 
than ever before, and the process of sparseness moves 
toward an unprecedented exhaustiveness. Cinema may be 
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thf only representational system piftf cited Specifically 
within the? narrative, hut in its own manipulation of space 
and time, the film lavs bare—with great freedom and 
arbitrariness—virtually the entire classical model of cine¬ 
matic represen Inti un, 

Gertrud measures its distance from Sdderberg's original 
play by means that are familiar to us from Ordet. Using 
even lunger takes, the film's camera movements em¬ 
phasize ;:i more obvious ways the shot as a spatio- 
temporal unit of construction. Certain shots call attention 
to how the camera movement marks narrative actions- For 
instance, when Gertrud sings in Eriand's apartment., the 
camera swings in from a long shot to a medium shot of 
them at the piano, then spirals back out. Later, when Ger¬ 
trud is undressing, the camera arcs around the doorway 
through which she passes and subsequently spirals around 
the piano, as the earlier rehearsal shot had- Stylistically, 
Gertrud also makes us notice how the long-take camera 
movements segment scenes internally, as when the camera 
tracks back or around to stress a completed phase of ac¬ 
tion, Within the context of the long take, the action gels 
Segmented by the theatrical device of ffnfsiur dcs serin's— 
chopping up tine action by the entrance or evil of a charac¬ 
ter. A classic instance occurs in shot 5, when the arrival, 
visit, and farewell of Gustav's mother all constitute sub¬ 
divisions off the shot. 

In other wavs, Gertrud's theatricalination surpasses that 
L>f Onefcf. [ji one shot of Orrfd, linger and old Bergen talk to 
each other after coffee. As they chat, they slowly walk to 
and fro across the par Lor, stopping in certain lived posi¬ 
tions and refraining from looking at each other. The shot 
stands out strikingly in Ordet, and it looks forward to the 
dominant principles of Gertrud's thea idealization, Dreyer’s 
last film drivi-s the stylization nt the previous work to a 
new extreme: the sense of the 1 "performance" of a text was 
never so strung. 

Now speech tends to word recitation. File "poetic" de¬ 
livery of the lines, stressing the literary flavor of the lan¬ 
guage, is called to our attention in several ways. As the 
actum deckiim, they make lilltu attempt to slur or vary their 
rhythms naturalisfically. The film constantly treats lan¬ 
guage as performance. Characters make formal addresses 
(at the banquet} or recite poems (the students, Gertrud), 
The film's use of memory motivates the characters' dis¬ 
cussing each other's voices (Erland: "How well you sang") 


and quoting each other to each other, even if some charac¬ 
ters forget (Gabriel: "Yes, that sounds Like me"), 

Norv. similarly, gesture and figure movement function 
to accompany, in a musical sense, the already stylized de¬ 
livery. Sitting, standing, and sitting again build up a 
steady, wave,ike rhythm across each scene. A conversation 
mav have no movements until the very end, as when Ger¬ 
trud ends her talk with Gustav by rising to leave the ban¬ 
quet lounge, or when, more dramatically,, Gabriel breaks 
down into sobs at the close of bin talk with Gertrud. More 
often, gestures punctuate speech, Kabuki-fashion. Shot 
four shows Gertrud and Gustav in their parlor, with her 
sitting at the desk while lie stands beside her, his dhow- 
resting on his money chest. Gestures systematically mark 
the dialogue: 

Ghs/ai' sits on the edge of fire ricsJt. / "Why did you break 
up with him?" / 

Gertrud raises iter hands, i "Let's not discuss it/’ 

Gusi^f picks up t/ae etsfffnytc jvick. ■ "No, it's all over 
now , . ." f 

Gustav looks off and up, i ", . . You were a free and inde¬ 
pendent woman. It's quite different/' Gustau pufs 
dtJLi 1 ?] the cigarette |v!['v u?i (lie final ting. I 

Gcrjmd smiles. ! "Ts it?" 

Guslai 1 rrmi'cs his hand ami shoulder slightly. i "But of 
course 't is. Why do you laugh?" / "I only smile 
when I think of alt those who permit themselves to 
love and are not great artiste." I 

Gertrud stops smiling, f 

Girstar nods, f "Oh." i 

Gifsfai? rdsi’sund returns to leaning oti the tnmtiy chest, look¬ 
ing ottl and itp. i "Have you seen my briefcase?" I 

"Yes" : Gertrud unfolds Iter hand# and miSf'S fire racic.qjfljU'f 
page. "In the hall," I 

Grrsfar frrni'i’5 hack slightly. "Thank yon." ' Gwsfflp turns 
and yers out frame right, 

Slight turns, shifts of gaze, small movements of the hands 
— in context, these become fixed elements to bo wedged 
into the flow of talk, measuring a distance between text 
and performance. 

"Why must a dialogue scene be bound to the idea that 
one either sees the people in profile Of Sees one actor with 
bis back turned around? That way, the inkrjdmt between 
the actors can easily bo washed out. In a dialogue scene, 
both faces are important" 7 Drey or touches upon another 
important aspect off Gerund's thea Idealization. Whereas 


wriohtec 



178 GERTRUD 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


to u 

0rtlW utilir.es the figures' profile and thre^-tjVaT^r views Id 
a considerable L-xtont, Gertrud insists on frontality of figure 
position. When the figures move they will sometimes turn 
slightly from us, but seldom do they come to rest in any¬ 
thing but a frontal posture. From the very first shot.. Gus¬ 
tav and Gertrud face us, and the second shot—-a pan from 
one to the other—accents the way both favor us with the 
full-face view, Even though figures tram their backs to each 
other (as when hrland rebuffs Gertrud in the park), they 
display their faces to us. Indeed, we might take the at¬ 
titudes displayed in the embedded art works—the Venus 
statue, the tapestry—as representing this fiontality most 
classically, in the figure of the frontally viewed nude female 
(fig. It)}. Again, in this context, slight shifts stand util. After 
the second park scene, we start to sue the profile of Janssen 
and of GabrieE. And the final scene gathers considerable 
force when the characters deliberately turn their backs 
to us (fig. 'll), (This change is anticipated by another em¬ 
bedded art work; the pamting in figure 12, which accom¬ 
panies Gabriel's plea that Gertrud come live with him "bv 
the sea") In general, however, fronts lity assures that noth¬ 
ing is hidden, that this spectacle overtly keeps the spec¬ 
tator in mind. 

if theatrical Nation in Gertrud is even more pronounced 
than in Ordet, what purposes docs it serve? The film's ob¬ 
sessive rigidity provides that reduced ground So necessary 
for the sparseness we examined in the last chapter. The 
long take, the restriction of rri)$f;-frt-$£$ng to monotonous 
delivery, and the use of punctuational gesture and frontal- 
ity yield a background against which the film may force our 
attention onto the minutiae of conventional cinematic rep¬ 
resentation. To a greater extent than Ordef r this film trrr- 
thologizcs and thus estrange s the classical narrative cinema. 

The anthologies] quality of these devices lias already 
been suggested by Noel Burch and Jorge Dana. They main- 
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tarn that Gerfrwd "deconstructs" traditional codes of shot; 
reverse shot and frame cutting, of three-dimensional 
space, and of certain camera movements. Burch and 
Dana's essay has informed this chapter in ways which 
will become evident. My argument, however, differs in 
scope. One of their points— Gertrud's subversion of three- 
dimensional space—seems to me unjustified, based as if 
is upon an assumption that classical film making is " il¬ 
lusion ishc" (a concept which E regard as problematic). 
Moreover, Burch and Dana do not examine the entire 
range of techniques which Gertrud anthologizes, I shall try 
to show that not only camera movement and cutting 
within the scenes but also other editing devices, lighting, 
camera position, glances, and the use of sound are Laid 
bare in the course of the film. Filially, although Burch and 
Dana refer to pertinent traits Of the film's System, they 
nowhere specify these traits systematically, The implicit 
model for their essay is that of the analysis of con tempo* 
rary music, but one need only glance at Boulez's dissection 
of if Sam d\t pritifemps or Babbitt's analysis of Mdffl© tinrf 
Aaron to see that Bunch and Dana do not demonstrate Gcr- 
trnit's "vast and complex network ot contrasting ele¬ 
ments My argument, then, seeks to show the systematic 
exhaustiveness of those citations that follow in the wake of 
the film's sparseness. 

Like GrrfjT, Gertrud displays, one by one. conventional 
figures ot decoupage relations—the various ways in which 
narrative may be articulated through editing. The film's 
work on deampdgo relations begins straightaway at the 
level of scene-to-scene transitions. Gerfrwtf opens without 
a fade-in and ends without a fade-out,; simple cuts open 
and close the film. Dissolves function solely to signal 
flashbacks, and even then minute differences are marked: 
the first flashback uses quick dissolves, the second very 
slow ones- Within the film, scenes are joined by a cut from 
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the last black frame of the fade-out, N'ot until the begin¬ 
ning of thy very last scene are ivy treated to a full-fledged 
fade-Outfg.de-in. (Only Dreyer would make of this, 
hackneyed transition from darkness to tight a major formal 
event!) Thus the film fastidiously lays out the range of clas¬ 
sical "punctuation" devices—cut, dissolve, fade. 

Cutting within thy scenes presents a veritable repertory 
of classical figures, Whereas Ordet anchored its permu¬ 
tations within the solidity of Dreyer's typical alternating 
construction, Gertrud denies itself this aim fort. For virtu - 
■ iIIv the first time, a Dreyer film is not predicated upon 
crosscutting. No greater evidence of Gcrfrmi's anthnUigiral 
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construction could be found than its tendency to cite 
crosscutting only ouce: the moments when Gertrud and 
Erland's affair Is altemated with Gustav's search for her at 
the opera house. Mow crosscutting becomes no more im¬ 
portant than other classical editing figures. Indeed, assum¬ 
ing that two shots within the same locale may be spatially 
proximate (i,e., revealing no overlapping areas} or spatially 
overlapping, we find that every' classical editing device is 
cited (however sparingly) in the film. 

Provimate cuts. Without eyeline s. In Ordet, during In- 
get's childbirth, Dreyer cuts from one portion of the parlor 
to another, without characters' glances assuring continuity. 

I he same effect arises in Gertrud: a shot of one area (of the 
Kannings" parlor, of the lounge) will be juxtaposed with a 
shot of another. 

VVitir eyefmes: skottreversc shot and eye!mo mulch. 

1. Non-poinl of urcie. At three points in the film, Dreyer 
cites the familiar shot'reverse-shot and eyeline-match 
devices. In the first Herd on of the film, Gustav and Ger¬ 
trud discuss, her love affair, and Dreyer cuts between 
the two characters (figs. 13—14). There is a problem, 
however: while Gustav is looking at her, it is not clear 
whether she is looking at him. The second instance of 
shot,'reverse shot and eyeline matching occurs in the 
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banquet sct'ne; as we shall see, this passage is clearer 
and mure conventional in the direction of glances. A 
similar eye]i.ne-matching effect occurs when Gertrud 
sings for the vice-chancellor. 

2. Point of rina Whereas Ordet utilised point-pf-view 
culling at four separate points, Gertrud withholds 
poinl-of-Yiew cutting among characters until the very 
last shots. When Gertrud bids farewell to Axel, shots of 
her looking off at him alternate with shots of him seen 
from her vantage point (figs, 15-16). 

Overlapping cuts. Sialic. Just as Orate/ reserves analyti¬ 
cal editing for the scene of Johannes talking with the child 
Maren, Gertrud utilises it during a similar scene, when 
Gertrud and Erland sit on his piano bench {figs, 17-19). 
The shifts from shot to shot are, however, quite wrenching: 
Dreyer mismatches Hrbnd's position by crossing the axis 
of action. Dreyer also uses three "insert" shots in the film: 
the newspaper announcement of Lidman's arrival. Lid- 
mart's scribbled apothegm about women's love, and Ger¬ 
trud's poem. All three items are identified as objects of 
Gertrud's look, Apart from their functions as instances of 
various representational systems, the three elements a re¬ 
inserted into notably lengthy takes and stand nut with un¬ 
usual relief, 

Ltypjfmuc. 

1, The "frame att.”'* When a character leaves tine frame, 
classical practice often ends one shot with the body par¬ 
tially across one frameline and begins the next shot 
with the body crossing the opposite frame!ine, entering 
a nyw space (figs. 20-21). There? an? several such cuts in 
the film, and they display a considerable variety. Burch 
and Dana point out: 

A rtukiel distinct km refd hr f/rfltt-rr hit twu, on the lwn.' 
hand, a cut "fftcav from" Gertrud, sifereu on f/rr left of 
the frame iti a knee-length stmt, to her refk\ m tiot r «i a mir- 
rrfr dldlxlufiny ditigpnaity from right h' left. roaituai!\J 
re-entering the frame f?j person from the left and , m the 
other hand, aw iv u'/ifcfi sire exits to the right hi the 
mirror and reapfvars im the left it i the shot that follows. A 
similar difference tmu be ohsen*ed iViirwo a match which 
juxtaposes n frame-right exit with s frame-right entrance 
and another which /wvfyjvscs n te/hturnf exit with an etr- 
PVUFI.T from the right. 

He re the mirror serves to bare the device of frame- 
cutting, just as it will later assist in revealing the impor¬ 
tance of glances in the film. 


2. If re match on action. If we consider the frame cut a 
separate type, there is- only one genuine match on ac¬ 
tion in the film. In the banquet lounge,, Gustav sits 
down on a sofa to talk with Gertrud, and Drey or 
matches his movement across two shots {figs. 22-23), 
The singularity of the device (as well as its sheer 
gratuitousness) signals its citational quality. 

The exhaustiveness with which these editing conventions 
art? presented exceeds wen the range of Orttef. (Had Ger¬ 
trud included a montage sequence, the classical paradigm 
would be complete.) But more important, Gertrud goes on 
to anthologize far more than simply editing devices. One 
at a Mine, devices of lighting, camerawork, glances, and 
sound are exhibited, one by one, they are defamiliarized. 
The combinatory possibilities of each figure are traced out, 
and every device is at some point laid bare. 

Consider, for one thing, the systematic range of lighting 
in the film. In any film, lighting can vary in intensity, in di¬ 
rectum, and in the motivation of its source. Gertrud pre¬ 
sents us with lighting of "normal" intensity in most scenes, of 
extreme darkness in the scenes in Erland s apartment, of 
dazzling suffusion during the flashbacks and final seem*. 
The lighting may come from the front (fig. 24), from behind 
{fig. 25), or from several points at once. The light source- 
may be motivated narratively (a lamp, a candle, daylight) 
or may remain unmotivated (the glowing walls, the patch 
of light that hovers on the tapestry). (See fig. 7.) Such a 
range of lighting would not seem very important if Dreyer 
dsd nut inOvSSdnlLy remind uS of thu characters'' manipula¬ 
tion of Light. In his apartment, Jansson goes to a chest and 
gravely lights the candles before a framed score (fig. 26). At 
the start of a long scene, Gabriel lights the candles 
alongside Gertrud’s mirror; when the scone is concluded 
she quietly extinguishes them (tig. 27). When Gertrud 
claims that tlie lights in the lounge are hurting her eyes, 
Gabriel dims them, pointing up the shift to thy edge light¬ 
ing of Gertrud's figure. Tn such shots, Dreyer s customary 
glowing-wall lighting is accompanied by an exploration of 
the various ways in which lighting can shape see nographic 
space. When spots of light sharply strike Gertrud's face 
from no discernible source (fig, 18), we must attend to 
lighting ns a device, and Gertrud makes manifest how those 
devices are normally used in the classical narrative film. 

Camera angle, we say, can be straight-on, high, or low. 
Camera distance can vary across long shot, pian-amencain. 
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medium shot, medium close-up, or close-up, The camera 
can also move forward, backward,, horizontally [panning 
or tracking laterally), vertically (tilting or craning), in arcs, 
spirals, etc Gertrud's anthologiral strategy emerges strik¬ 
ingly when eve compare its camerawork to OniWV As we 
saw, Ordei narrowly restricts its range: of camera angles, 
distances, arid movements. Gt^tnui, however sparingly, 
displays a wider range of alternatives The camera assumes 
a high angle on Gustav or Erland, a low angle on the recit¬ 
ing student. Camera distances range from extreme Jong 
shots to medium shots to dose-ups. While thearc-and-pan 
camera movements of Ofdtf have not vanished, they by no 


means dominate. The camera will track diagonally into the 
marching students, track laterally down the banquet table, 
and track back from Erland kneeling, or from the tapestry. 
For the first time in any Dreyer film, there is a crane shot, 
the camera crossing the banquet hall and rising to frame 
the marching students. Even the old chestnut of moving 
the camera "through” a room's wall, as If the set were a 
dollhouse, gets replayed when Gertrud Comes to sing tor 
FrlanJ. Despite the diversity of such camerawork devices, 
the critical variable is their paucity: most types are exe¬ 
cuted only once, non? mure than a few times. Against the 
neutral background provided by theatricalixaticin, tn.tr ill' 


opyriqhUH 


m GERTRUD 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


28 


29 


30 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


3t 


32 


33 


Copyrighted image 


Copyrighted image 


34 35 

ten turn tn caught hv ttu L device itself; aen >hs thi' entire film, 
the devices form a permutation sot, a sampling of camera 
movements typical tuf the classical paradigm. 

The gla nee is, as we have seen, a crucial component of 
the classical narrative cinema, and it is nowhere mure- im¬ 
portant than when two characters Lilk. The classical eon- 
versation scenic relics upon the convention that although 
the figures' bodies must be iron tally positioned, the 
characters must look at each other. But Gertrud's insistence 
upon a frontal w/swerr-scare deforms the glance in a new 
way. Given the face-to-camera postures of the charac ters. 


ive attend extraordinarily closely to their eyelines. St is not 
only that characters seldom look at each other; it is not 
even that when their eyes meet or deflect it becomes a ges¬ 
ture. Rather, in Gertrud the permutations of reJrere hen 
. /icrntarfens njefy kid; are displayed with a richness raw in any 
film. One character looks at another, but the look is not 
returned (fig. 28k The two participants in the dialogue can 
look in several different directions (figs. 2^—32). A charac¬ 
ter can roll one eye upward (fig. 33), One character may 
gaze at right angles to the other (fig. .34). Most remarkably 
we can be made uncertain whether one character actually 
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is looking .it another (fig. 35). Bv slowing the narrative pace 
and restricting the fliise-ai-$cene and editing devices in the 
film, Dr ever is able to foreground the range and number of 
glances at work. Gprfrad exposes the traditional powers of 
the glance to carry narrative meaning and to define steno¬ 
graphic unity. 

The gljmce-strueture is bared in the penultimate scene 
in the film. Gabriel lights the candies and stares into the 
mirror, gazing at the area of the room he can see from his 
vantage point. But fromaur vantage point, Gertrud is seen 
entering the room, reflected in the mirror. To see her, Ga¬ 
briel must turn from the mirror (fig. 36), Viewer and charac¬ 
ters share a glance, but a ricocheted one. The scene coheres 
only around our view; laying bare the power of the char¬ 
acters' and viewer's glane* 1 to cut out a representational 
Space, A lELter shot becomes even more explicit: now Ga¬ 
briel is absent, Gertrud walks away; and only our oblique 
gaze into the mirror demarcates her space (tig. 37). 

All these figures of style—editing, camerawork, the 
glance—pertain to the image track alone. What of sound? 
Dreyer's film about musicians exhibits, one by one, an al¬ 
most exhaustive set of Sonic possibilities. 

All three prioriptil types of sound—speech, music, 
noise—occur in Gcrfrwd, and we have already seen the va¬ 
riety of chamber instrumentation to which the film's music 
appeals. There are both on-screen and off-screen sources 
of sound- Direct sound (used in most scenes) is am inter¬ 
posed to the dubbed sound of Gertrud's two songs, obvi¬ 
ous in their lack of room timbre and resonance, in them¬ 
selves, though, such devices hardly warrant much notice. 


37 

since it would be an exceptional film which did not include 
these possibilities. More important, particular elements 
focus our attention on the soundtrack. 

Gustav says of Lid man's poetry that "he speaks so 
quietly that he forces us to listen,' r and the line is a motto 
for how Gertrud's sparseness throws into relief particular 
iconic devices- There is, for Line tiling, the film's remarkable 
citation of the technique of the "voice-over monologue,’ r 
While Gustav is riding in a carriage, we hear his voice de¬ 
scribing his feelings; "Coming home from the meeting 1 
was thinking. . . The device sharply ruptures narrative 
point of view: only in the flashbacks. do we have such 
monologues, and even there it is always Gertrud address¬ 
ing one ot her men in the present. In the carriage scene, 
however, Gustav addresses rrs, and in thcpist tense—i.e., 
from a point after the narrative action has been completed, 
a point outside the time of the film. But nowhere else in the 
film is Gustav identified as a point-of-view character, and 
certainly not as one recollecting the entire plot in some 
present frame-store, Sheerly arbitrary, the insertion of Gus¬ 
tav's commentary functions to quote, as it were, line 
monologue device once and tor all. 

It is not only dialogue that enters into such relations 
with the image. It anything, sound becomes mure palpable 
as music. fn the classical paradigm, music operates to ac¬ 
company the action, signaling characters' psychological 
states or anticipating narrative events. Ideally, the cturUtion 
of tlw music should not he noticed. (1 3en.ee the significance 
of the fade-in and fade-out on the soundtrack,) Gt'ttrnd 
lavs bare music's usual accompanying function by tinring 
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sound to action with marked precision. For example, Ger¬ 
trud asks Erland to play his nocturne, and while we hear 
the piece she goes, to his bed n, mm and undresses. She has 
staged his performance to accompany her and the end of 
the piece coincides with the end of her action, The ten¬ 
dency of the music to consume only as much time as the 
action does, no more and no less, turns the scene into a 
specimen of sound image relations characteristic of the 
classical cinema. 

The significance of scmnd.'itnage permutations, in the 
film is clearest—os we might expect—in the scenes which 
most directly foreground sound. One such is Gertrud's 
performance of a song at Erland's apartment. Here the film 
plays overfly upon uncertainties about the sound's spatial 
and temporal source, h it sound i yff (from an off-screen 
story source) or sound over (from a non-story source)? Is 
the sound in the present or m the past? 

Wo dissolve to a shot of Gertrud walking down a cor¬ 
ridor and knocking at Hr land's door, while piano music ac¬ 
companies her. Our expectation is that the music conics 
from outside the story, like previous phrases heard as she 
arrived at the park. It is only Cater in the shot, when the 
camera reveals Erland at the piano, that we realize the 
music 1 l> have been not sound hill sound ejfjf. More 

drastically, at the end of the scene, Gertrud has completed 
the song and Erland looks up, closes the score and hands it 
to her. We hear his voice: "Haw well you sang!" The con¬ 
text cues us to assume that he is saying this to her in the 
flashback, and indeed it requires a scrutiny of the film 
frame by frame to reveal that his judgment is ex post facto, 
made in the present outside the flashback. The quick dis¬ 
solve back to the frame situation hi the park reveals him 
continuing his comments. At the transitions into and nut of 
the flashback, Drever exploits uncertainties about the spa¬ 
tial and temporal source of the sound. 

The same scene reveals unusually clear manipuiations 
of the timing of music duration to image duration. Early in 
the shot the music (off screen or over?) mimics Gertrud's 
movements around the apartment. She comes in to a trill’ 
ing melody. When she stops, so does the music. As she 
goes to the window, the music resumes. But when she 
stops beside the piano, the music stops again. At this 
point, when we realize that Erland's playing is the source 
of the sound, the perfectly timed halts and starts of thy 
music are retroactively (and inadequately) motivated as the 
composer's frying out themes, jotting them down, testing 


others, and so on. During Gertrud's performance of J«mss- 
son'ft "Serenade/' the camera spirals in toward the per¬ 
forming couple arid spirals out again. We have already 
seen how, in the absence of figure movement, the camera 
movement becomes highly noticeable. Now we Can ob¬ 
serve how the pace of the movement is markedly syn¬ 
chronized with the structure of the song. 'The song ss a 
sonnet divided into a six-line stanza and two q us trains. 
The camera "choreographs" the song into these segments: 


Eternally icinged 
Ch ild-gOit 

0?uv mipJT nuf heart 
mis bi.ru caught; 
Owe mere will i 
lie lonely 
hi (he timid? nf 
a satisfied flack. 
Here in i four 
burning hand 
May happiness 
reach me, 


Camera h tat Lon ary in long shot 


Camera starts to arc in to piano 


Camera slops, framing couple 


Tiff dffrtc has Camera stationary hi medium shot 

formed a fvari. 

The night ha$ 
home ri i/mim. 

Hidden, il if iH Camera starts to arc back from piano 

groii' hr ?rn> 

Blindingly u'hile 
iiihf feUitW. 


Tfrc sitrrg will rtkmttd 
In rrry heart. 

Painfui, yo el, 
and erne!. 

Remembering my Camera slops- in tong shot 

dzrmu^ pearl 
Living m its 
dark duvHhig, 

I he sonnet is halved by the camera movement, with 
the song's midpoint (lines 7-8) serving as a resting spot for 
the camera. Before this pause, the camera has tracked in to 
the performance, its movement timed in halt with the end 
of the stanza and a cadence Lit the music. After the pause, 
the camera starts to move back again, but more slowly, 
now requiring five lines rather than four to return to its 
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initial position. It is probably unnecessary to add that the 
Fionas vocal line is expressively echoed by the arabesque 
camera movement. In sum, the sequence hirces us to at¬ 
tend to how the image can be synchronized quite schemat¬ 
ically to sound duration, 

The tilm's citation of the accompanying functions of 
conventional film music is even clearer in the scene in the 
lounge after the banquet. Off-screen sound is already 
stressed by the dialogue ("'Lawyer Manning has fin - shed 
his speech 1 "). When Gertrud tells Gustav that she was with 
her lover, he says harshly: "No woman should be that 
honest!" At this moment, from off screen, the music of a 
violin and piano edges into the room and the wistful 
melody runs under the rest of their conversation, continu¬ 
ing after Gertrud has left and Gabriel has entered. Gustav 
and Gabriel talk in a desultory fashion, and after Gabriel 
begins to tell of last evening's escapades, the men pause to 
listen to the music, still audible in the distance, WSien Gus¬ 
tav leaves, the music Stops, Then Gertrud reenters and be¬ 
gins to chat with Gabriel, Again, just as he begins his tale 
of last night's party, we hear off-screen music: a string 
quartet and piano playing Janssnn's "Serenade." Again the 
characters comment on the sound, and again as Gabriel 
and Gertrud talk, the melancholy music accompanies their 
increasingly melancholy conversation. By the end, action 
and sound are perfectly synchronized. Three repetitions of 
the "Serenade" melody come to a close as Gabriel begins 
to break into sobs, after the last phrase of the melody, he 
hurries out; as the end a concludes, Gertrud is left looking 
off screen; when the last note is heard, the shot ends, in 
narrative terms, the banquet’lounge scene elaborates upon 
Gertrud's relation to three of the four men in her life. Rut 
in terms of cinematic representation, the off-screen music 
lays bare the emotional cueing and the precise liming of 
music :n lhe classical cinema. This film about musicians is 
no less about film music. 

All these permutations of editing, imse-ettsciw, cam¬ 
erawork, and sound emerge against the sparse back¬ 
ground of the long take and of frontal, rigid figure behav¬ 
ior. Each category makes manifest Gcrfrmfs an biological 
am bitin ns. We can find one more piece of evidence for 
such ambkions. l-ikp (JrdW, Gertrud contains a scene which 
fuses spatio-temporal form and narrative form- In fire ban¬ 
quet honoring Gabriel Lidman's return, filmic representa¬ 
tion operates to articulate narrative structure in a classical 


fashion, An introductory tracking shot coasts down the 
guests and rises to frame the entrance of she marching stu¬ 
dents. At times independent of figure movement, at times 
following a figure (footman, marchers), the camera surveys 
the overall space of the banquet hall. For once, the charac¬ 
ters' frontal positions are realistically motivated: the dining 
table forces them to sit side by side. For once, the stylized 
delivery is justified—as public recitation and rhetorical 
pomp, As al the end of Ordet, editing usurps the long take 
(one-fourth of the filin's shots occur in this scene). The 
editing is almost always conventionally correct: eyelines, 
analytical cuts, and shofrev-erse-shol patterns always co¬ 
here. (Even two inserted shots of young blonde women 
watching lira proceedings, supposedly from a balronv and 
staircase, pose no problem when we remember the circular 
witfc-ni-scmr of the chamber and assign them places on the 
missing fourth wall,} During Gabriel's address, his glance 
shifts considerably, but this is motivated by the presence of 
off-screen listeners. Stylized lighting (the anticipatory 
dimming of the room lights, the torches) and sound (the 
boys' rhythmic song and the leader's address) function to 
represent a stylized ceremony, Even the lateral track down 
the table to Gertrud is justified: the camera catches her as 
she starts to feel faint. In this classical!v-constructed se¬ 
quence, space and time operate smoothly to sustain causal 
logic. As in OmVT, such a scene constitutes a return to nar¬ 
rative legibility. 

The important difference from Ordet. however, lies in 
the position of the sequence. In the earlier film, the align¬ 
ment of narrative and cinematic space and time came at 
the film's end, consummating the miraculous closure. Rut 
Gertrud offers no such satisfaction, since the scene which 
realigns cinematic representation and narrative logic comes 
unf-third, uf the way into the film, By virtue of this, the 
banquet sequence does nut cap the narrative; the sequence 
stands as only another possibility, an alternate wav to make 
cinema. 1 kre is sparscncSS carried to the tevel of the entire 
film: against the citations scattered through the other 
scenes, the banquet stands out as a dense cluster of refer¬ 
ences to the classical system, Once cited, this cluster can be 
compared with the rest of the film, in which theatrical text 
pulls away from performance, narrative logic from spatio- 
temporal representation, In other words, Gertrud has swal¬ 
lowed whole the very paradigm that lias served as our 
background for Drcyer's work. 
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The exhaustiveness of Gertrud'*, onthological ambitions 
should not, however, conceal from us the ultimate arbitrur- 
tness of their operation, ll dives not matter to the narrative 
whether Gertrud looks to the upper left or the Sower right; 
or whether a certain, pattern of frame entrances and exits 
appears at one point rather than another; nr whether the 
film's one match-on-action cut represents Gustav sitting 
down. Even the banquet scene's return to narrative moti¬ 
vation constitutes simply a specimen; classical dmMpagi 1 
could haws reappeared in almost any other scene. This is 
why the film's repertory of devices, however Systematic, 
remains excessive; what Barthes describes in ban the Ter¬ 
rible as "the epitome of a counter-narrative; disseminated, 
reversible, set to its own temporality.'' 31 This excess per¬ 
mits the film to carry the questioning of representational 
adequacy beyond issues in the plot. This is part of the 
film's answer to Gertrud's reading of her life as bound to 
the full .significance of representation, the link of concept 
and sign and action, by situating the classical model within 
a larger field of relationships and then exhibiting that 
model with a dispersive arbitrariness, Gertrmf displays the 
conventionality of cinematic representation. 

AN EMPTY FILM 

Although Gertrud is ’'excessive" in the way that it uses 
thcatricalLation and sparsertc&s to compile an anthology of 
Stylistic devices, it is not this excess that so disturbs its au¬ 
dience. Its excessive emptiness does that 

If we conceive art's primary effect as perceptual, we are 
i nr lined to think of aesthetic texts as trying to stretch the 
perceptual process to its limit. "The technique of art." 
writes Victor Shklovsky, " is to make objects "unfamiliar," to 
make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length 
of perception because the process of perception is an aes¬ 
thetic end in itself and must be prolonged, rr]: In other 
passages, however, Shklovsky points out that the prolong¬ 
ing of aesthetic perception is usually motivated by the 
art work. "Stairstep construction/' parallelism, and other 
principles keep our interest while extending the experi¬ 
ence- What happens, though, when the art work does not 
adequately justify prolonging our perception? 

Gertrud affords one answer. The film maneuvers us into 
defining it as significantly other than historical norms. We 
have seen how Gr*rfrr«f defamiliarises classical cinema by 
citing it arbitrarily; shorflv I shall try to show how princi¬ 


ples of unity of the "art cinema" are invoked only to be 
dismissed, Gertrud is an excessive film in that, like minimal 
art or "StructuralEst' 1 cinema, it reduces meaning but pro¬ 
longs perception. Here cinematic form pulls so tar from 
narrative function that wo must confront a work which is, 
by normal standards, empty. 

The critic can treat such an emptiness positively or 
negatively, Positively, we can fiil in the holes. This means 
seeing emptiness as an aesthetic device performing par¬ 
ticular functions. From a Formalist perspective, emptiness 
could thus become a path to defamiliormilg the text, 
roughening uur perception, and disorienting us. Empti¬ 
ness would operate in a figure, ground fashiuti. We provi¬ 
sionally locate the art work against a scale of interest. 
Armed with those expectations,, we scan the art work and 
are disappointed to find that it does not conform to our 
scale. But (assuming that we don't simply turn away) the 
dissatisfaction can become a pivotal step. We shift our scale 
of interest, starting in Look differently—more closely and 
carefully — and making fresh connections. Nuances now 
leap to our eye. The emptiness becomes bait, luring us to 
adjust our expectations. Refocused, our attention now 
finds the work interesting; the emptiness was illusory. 

To- some degree, Gertrud makes a positive use of empti¬ 
ness. By prolonging uur perception beyond narrative 
needs, the film foregrounds those figures of cinematic style 
[ have already mentioned. Yl - I Li would be inaccurate fn say 
that the film's discomforts simply drop away once we have 
perceived those figures. Gertrud 's emptiness exceeds even 
these functions. One would nut need A film so long,, so 
talky so "slow-moving" to run the viewer through the 
classical paradigm. It is then necessary to examine the 
film's emptiness as a negative gesture. 

In Gertrud, excess is related to inadequacies of narrative 
motivation, and these inadequacies manifest themselves in 
duration and repetition. |J For one thing, narrative function 
can motivate the presence of a device, hot not tone hny the 
■device is present—how far, that is,, out perception is 
stretched- For example, it is necessary that Gertrud talk 
with Gabriel in the lounge, but that necessity does not de¬ 
termine how rapidly the conversation proceeds. It is evi¬ 
dent that Gertrud utilises a slow rhythm on all the levels 
discussed with respect to Pay of Wrttth: story duration as 
rendered by plot duration (slow speech and movement 
presented in all their slowness), story intervals patiently 
rendered by plot (e.g,, the long take), lugubrious editing 
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and camera rhythm, and slow sonic rhythm. Thus the 
film's tempo creates a constant supply of dead spots from 
which no narrative information is forthcoming. 

Excess is also created by repetition. First, the same nar¬ 
rative function may be repeated across different mate¬ 
rials—various motifs which '’all mean the same thing.” 
We might here think of the stream of motifs which mani¬ 
fest Gertrud's love for Erland (elements of posture, ex¬ 
pression, gesture, dialogue, lighting, music, setting, art 
objects), or which characteriw Gabriel (citations of his 
poems, the figure of the "creative writer”). Similarly the 
Characters' habit of recalling the same story events at dif¬ 
ferent points contributes to the film's redundancy, In the 
banquet lounge, some dialogue exchanges reveal new in¬ 
formation, but many (e.g„ Gustav's telling Gertrud about 
his visit to the opera) simply return to events which are 
already familiar to us* Later, at the Kannings' home, when 
Gertrud and Gabriel discuss, their past, tire conversation 
and the flashback tell us little that is new. The characters' 
recollection of the past constitutes the unrolling action as 
only slightly modified repetitions of earlier events, 

Or jfwwrfgm? repetitions. This would earn’ us to a dif¬ 
ferent sort of repetition, whereby exactly the same motif 
appears again and again. In Gertrud, repetition of this type 
appears must readily in the dialogue, which spirals around 
the same points, 

Gfffiridr Nothing happens the way we think it should* 

Gabriel; Nothing is ever the way you think -t will be. 
Gt'rirtid: No, nothing :s ever the way you think it will he, 
Gabriel: Yoti'n? leaving and so am I. Let's go away to¬ 

gether, 

Cahfii’h Gertrud, cume with me. 

Gertrud: No, Gabriel, there is onlv loneliness left for me. 
Gtfffrii.'k It is not too late, leave Kanning and come with 
me, 

Gcrtmd: There is no happiness in love. Love is suffering. 
Love is unhappiness* 

GiJftfflEC Gertrud, don't leave (tit, . , - Slav with me. 
Let's live together. 

Such threflodic repetitions saturate the final episodes of 
the film (normally, the most "interesting" parts), culminat¬ 
ing in the final scene, when the poem's final line ("But I 
have loved”) becomes an ostinatn. 


Axel: Do you remember your saving, "There is no 

ofh*T life than to love '? Do you still feel the 
same way? 

Gertrud: I don't regret it.. There is nothing else in life- 
youth, love,, eternal tenderness-—quiet happi¬ 
ness. Axel. When I am about to die, looking back 
on my life. I'll say to myself, "I have often made 
mistakes but I have Lived 

by conventional standards, the point lias been made, yet 
Gertrud continues, speaking of tile inscription on her 
tombstone: 

Gertrud: Just two words: Arrnlr QrrmfiZ. 

Axel: Love is all. 

Gertrud: Yes, love is everything. 

Isolating these strategies of slowness and repetition 
helps us specify why Gertrud's excess panics iw. This pro¬ 
longing of perception creates a drainage of meaning, Either 
the narrative is saying nothing or it is saying nothing rzetet 
This is why Barthes de-scribes cinematic excess as "obtuse 
meaning," a "signifier without a signified" "expenditure 
with no exchange.” Indifference to narrative function 
presents us with the problem of reading an empty repre¬ 
sentation There are too few obscurities to lease us on: 
lighting, the frontality of the figures, and the calculated 
camera movements assure us that at any moment we are 
seeing all there is to see, No longer the vacant backdrop 
highlighting a fascinating presence (narrative, style), emp¬ 
tiness can now work against representation* The film's ex¬ 
cess demands that we listen seriously lo the claim of manv 
viewers that nothing happens in Gertrud, nr at least noth¬ 
ing much, 

A second consequence- of Gertrud's fxCeSS should be 
noted - While narrative Logic aims fur the closed and Unite, 
excess is potentially unlimited. You cun prolong a device 
hevund its narrative function for as lung as you like, you 
can multiply different instances of the same function, you 
can repeat the same motif incessantly- The challenge of 
Gertrud* s excess- is not only that it deflects fro ill the narra¬ 
tive line; we have seen Drover use cinema in this way from 
the very start of his career, leather, Gertrud's, emptiness is 
problematic because it could be infinite, halted onlv by the 
arbitrary' demands of consumption {the film must finish). 
Again, Gertrud’<s audio noun find the right description: "I 
thought it would never end," 

Within this book's frame of reference., a film's empti¬ 
ness must be seen in historical terms, as a violation of 
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canonized norms. We have seen in detail how Gertrud 
distances itself from, the norms of the classical narrative 
cinema. Gertrud'a potentially endless evacuation of mean¬ 
ing most not., however, be confused with the style of 
another alternative cinema, the '"art cinema" of the late 
1950s and early 1960s. Although Dreyer's film owes its fi¬ 
nancial existence and survival tin the art-film mode, Ger- 
trud's relation to that mode is difficult 

As a cinematic practice r the art film defines itself against 
the classical narrative cinema on two grounds: realism and 
authorship. Against Hollywood's artificiality, the art film 
marks itself as more authentic, dealing, in particular, with 
complex, "realistic” characters. Secondly against Holly¬ 
wood's commercialism., the art film is an expression of an 
individual artist. These contradictory demands—for real¬ 
ism and authorial expression.-= are resolved through the 
device of ambiguity. If the Hollywood cinema asks us to 
create a coherent meaning, the art cinema asks us to read 
the film for maximum, ambiguity (richness, subtlety, ten¬ 
sion). Yet this ambiguity is always displayed as such, un¬ 
derstood as realism, the psychology of Complex characters, 
or the profundity of an authorial vision. Unlike the Hol¬ 
lywood fiction, the art film seeks to create problems for the 
viewer, But we are to settle those problems by specific 
reading procedures: a causal gap will be read as realism 
(life leaves loose ends), inconsistencies will be read as 
character psychology (real people often behave in con¬ 
tradictory ways), spatial and temporal ruptures will be 
read as subjectivity or authorial commentary. 

Girtnal's obvious stylization blocks any appeal to Holly¬ 
wood verisimilitude, so we may be tempted to read it as 
an art film. Realism? We can view the pace an faithful to the 
life-style of a bored bourgeoisie. Psychological complexity? 
The characters' talk constitutes the ceaseless self-exam¬ 
ination of intellectuals probing their neuroses. Authorial 
expression? The posed mise-eu-scene, the comparisons of 
Gertrud hi Veil us and Diana, the allusions to and 

painting traditions should suffice to construct a rich, ironic 
authorial persona. Ambiguity, then: Is Gertrud a monster 
or a martyr? Do the men deserve her reproaches? Is this 3 
feminist or Marxist or misogynist film? 

Plainly, however, such reading strategies do not ad¬ 
dress the perceptual consequences of the repetitions, ex¬ 
cesses, and emptiness of the film. To consider Gertrud an 
art film, (good or bad) is to ignore its powerful attack on 
significance. For above all the art cinema's devotion to am¬ 


biguity pledges it to meaning. The Knight in The Seventh 
Seal, the characters in Bergman's and Antonioni's trilogies, 
the protagonist of La italce vita all search for the meaning 
of life, but that search is itself represented as unprob¬ 
lematically meaningful. Thy slowness of Wifi ter Light is 
charged with the significance of "a world without God": 
the lassitude of La rmiie can easily be read as symbolizing 
the ennui of a decadent class. That John Simon can savor 
the tempo ofi'mwMfum ("a film in which human problems 
are insistently, though somewhat unitedly, present”") and 
find Gertrud "unutterably boring” suggests Dreyer's more 
aggressive stance. 14 The viewer sought by the art cinema 
seeks a meaning: the emptiness of Gertrud persistently 
seeks to negate meaning. No realism, psychological com¬ 
plexity, or symbolic richness can justify the film's forceful 
vacancies- What tempts us to fall back on art-film read¬ 
ing conventions is Soderbergh original psychodmmg. But 
theatrifalizaticm as a formal strategy permits the film to 
cite, bracket, and surpass precisely those commonplaces of 
alienation, futile passion, and lack of communication upon 
which Soderbergh text and the art cinema depend. Like 
L'Aitnet demterv a Starienbad, Gertrud starts out within the 
norms of the art cinema but then challenges those norms, 
outruns them by means of a stress on the perceptual 
process. 

Unlike the art cinema, Certmd avoids signifying empti¬ 
ness by emptiness. That would be to fall into the trap of 
straightforward representation, of simply making the met¬ 
aphysical visible. Gertrud prefers to brush past images of 
vacancy: characters caught entering or leaving the room, 
frames lust barely empty, paintings with slight content, re- 
fkximns glimpsed in the mirror. Knowing our desire to 
make the very absence of meaning significant, Gertrud 
does not utterly destroy meaning; instead, the film proffers 
meaning only to withdraw it. Ah one instance, consider 
Gertrud** use of the cliche—meaning par excellence but 
meaning easily cut down to steer, Gabriel writes verses 
about how love quenches the lover's thirst, while Axe) re¬ 
flects on whether wl- have tree wilt and Gustav comforts 
himself with proverbs ('Take cite of the treasure God 
gives you, unless you want to lose if”). There is also Ger¬ 
trud's claim to be dew. white clouds, the moon, and the 
sky. She concludes that "life is a dream." We have already 
seen how orthodox interpretations of behavior are offered 
by the characters; the film thereby cites banal readings (re¬ 
ligion, myth, Freudian psychology,'). The very last shot of 
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the: film—a dosed door—is itself a ellrhe of cinematic sig¬ 
nification: the closed door of the honeymoon suite, the 
murderer’s lodgings, the spies' rendezvous, the child's 
room, the madhouse, the execution chamber, the sickroom, 
the attic, the cellar, the tomb. Ye! while this most preg¬ 
nant image invariably impells us to ask what is happen¬ 
ing, behind the door, Drover's film draws us up short. 
There is no secret, nothing is happening behind this door: 
like the cliches of language, the image is vacuous. Gerfwrf 
is not simply about representational emptiness; turning 
back again and again to cut across the wake of its drift to¬ 
ward meaning, it seeks, intermittently hut regularly, to be¬ 
come empty 

Seen Irani this stance, emptiness no longer lures and 
tantalizes us: it attacks us. Promising nothing, it challenges 
the security of change, meaning, conclusion. However 
functional to some degree, Gertrud's boredom is primarily 
negative, even punishing; the film's refusal of pleasure 
constitutes nothing less than a threat. 

A threat,, we should add, to film interpretation and film 
viewing. If we See Gertrud as presenting an aesthetic vac¬ 
uum, we must see Ihe film as rejecting the representational 
richness usually associated with groat cinema. We cannot 
glorify the film's theatriealization as signifying a tragedy; 
to accept the conventions of tragedy—She fall of She hero, 
inexorable falc—is to accept Gertrud's reading of her ac¬ 
tions, Mor can we argue (hat the film s stylistic sparseness 
has an ultimately religious meaning, for no religious dis¬ 
course frames the narrative structure, as in Day of Wrath nr 
Ordet. By ignoring the vacuity of its mument-by-moment 
texture, such readings would assign to the film a transcen¬ 
dent Cultural value. In targe part, the film's persistent emp¬ 
tiness denies the richness and complexity, the meaning and 
pleasure, of ambitiously humanistic art, Gertrud refuses to 
be ,a great film. We cannot call it a masterpiece {or a failed 
masterpiece, ora failure). Gertrud 's empty intervals declare 
it to be categorically against masterpieces. 

More than representational richness fails under attack. 
Since the excess of Gertrud sucks out meaning and opens 
up the arbitrariness of indefinite repetition, nothing less 
than representation itself—-the security of the picture, the 
stability ot the word—is called into question. WV are now 
in a better position to understand some curious difficulties 
ot the narrative. Although Gertrud rests content with id en¬ 
tity ing the absent cause as char&cter-defermming-fabe, the 
film's overall causal pattern {embodied particularly in the 


tapestry) encourages us to posit a larger, iinpersonal force 
at work. Moreover, since the search for Hie absent cause be¬ 
comes a search for a source of representation—what is 
symbolized by the dream, the tapestry; Gertrud's behav¬ 
ior?—this larger fore* constantly displaces any determinate 
source for the texts. The absent cause turns out to be only 
another representation, Gertrud's adolescent poem, hgf"gos- 
pel of love.' 1 But where, we must ask, did this come from? 
What founds its. meaning? 

Earlier Dreyvr films had halted us at the threshold of a 
Secure authorial voice, a non-diegetie master meaning: (he 
authorial word of Ihe intertitles (Vampyr), Dies trac scroll 
(Day 0 / Wrath), trial transcript and final tide (L 3 Ajsskjh 
dr Jeanne d'Arrfi or Christian scripture (Qrckt}. But by re¬ 
fusing to situate its narrative within such a framework, 
Gertrud leads from one representation (Gertrud's dream) to 
another (language) to others (tapestry, poem), and the 
chain becomes tautological, potentially infinite (continued 
as it is by the film itself, which replays with a difference all 
the other representations). Begun in youth (the poem) and 
stopped by death {Amor Omnia on the gravestone), the 
chain displays not a smooth passage from idea to image 
but a perpetual circle started and halted arbitrarily. The 
problem is that of the very nature of representation; the 
film's own vacancy and repetition manifest that problem in 
its most palpable form. 

Although boredom has had a bad press, it is a crucial 
device of modem art, Avant-garde works often refuse domi¬ 
nant norms by emptying themselves of mean ing, action, 
identification, suspense—in short, everything of interest. 
Such works then establish systems that block our assign¬ 
ing (he verv lack of meaning a meaning {metaphysical 
or reEigiuus insight, parody), for such an operation on our 
part reestablishes the (ext within the bounds of the usual. 
Paradoxically, then, Gertrud's value is most evident in its 
ability —in 19W, and still today — to bore us. It is doubtless 
a desperate solution to the problem of cinematic represen¬ 
tation: throw so much weight upon the perceptual process 
of cinema that dramaturgy and symbolic structure will al¬ 
ways remain inadequate. Dreyer's withdrawal from con tem¬ 
porary production practice finds its most extreme form 
here, in a film which achieve* it* aesthetic identity in large 
part by negating our ordinary viewing habits. 

At the close of chapter eight, 1 suggested that Day of 
WratSi achieved what Adorno called "the stringency of a 
structure that is not quite transparent." In Gertrud, this 
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structure has become almost opaque. Like Day of Wrath and 
Orde I. Gertrud creates a retardation which brakes the or- 
dinaiy rhythm of film viewing- Now, prolonging our per¬ 
cept ion without Offering a Corttiminus I’Uiw uf narrative 
development, the film offers very few of the pleasures off 
ordinary cinema- It will nut do tu posit an "active viewer" 
who "works to produce meaning"; there is little for an ac¬ 


tive viewer to find, and a film which tries to evacuate sig¬ 
nificance and drum our senses with excessive repetition is 
not a good bet for produc ing m en ru ng, [f we want, we can 
Collect tidbits of narrative interest, or read the film as a 
psychological study, or strain for allegorical resonance. Blit 
this is to ignore the pulverizing force of a film striving to 
become empty. 
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The question, "Of what interest is Dreyer* work today?" 
might be translated in hi another: Of what n$e is it? How, 
more specifically, does an analysis of the career and the 
films open up issues of film as a social practice? The min, 
his biographical legend, his aesthetic, and his films—how 
can they be situated with respect to social for [nations 
within and outside the institution "cinema? 1 " 

AN AESTHETIC IK 1 HISTORY 

Available ex idence suggests that the ideological position of 
Dreyer himself was conservative. According to his biog¬ 
rapher Neergaard, in his youth Dreyer belonged to the 
Radical Socialist party, a conservative group radical only in 
their opposition to military expenditures, As a journalist, 
Dreyer turned from social issues. By the time he started 
work for the Copenhagen duily Ekstmbkdet, Danish news¬ 
papers had muffled their political affiliations and had 
aimed at readers of all persuasions, Dreycr's aviation re¬ 
portage and winy feature article* are characteristic of the 
self-consciously clever Eksttabladet, which was less impor¬ 
tant for ib political views than its up-to-date style. 1 "Even 
when I ms with F-kstrabladet/' Dreyer recalled, "1 was 
conservative. 1 " 1 Given Dreycr's aesthetic, his suspicion of 
abrupt change—artistic or political—should enme as no 
surprise. "I don’t believe in revolutions. They have, as a 
rule, the tedious quality of pulling development back. I be¬ 
lieve more in evolution, in the small advances."- 1 

Dreyer'* politic;!! vpcivk, <>f d*: not settle ques¬ 

tion* about his til ms. A work of art is the result of many 
factors, of which the explicit opinion of the artist consti¬ 
tutes Linlv one. Two other forces art-, as we have seen in 
chapter two, the aesthetic principles enundated by the ar¬ 
tist and the mtsdig of artistic production. Here the picture 
becomes more complicated, Dreyer s search for the arti¬ 
san's rule in mass-production filmmaking swerved him 
toward an a historicity of Style, an avowed concern for 


the universal and permanent- By situating cinema art out¬ 
side Industrial definitions, Dreyer's aesthetic blocked 
consideration of the contemporary conditions of film 
work. What mokes films and other art works become 
commodities? As T. W. Adorno points out: "The division 
nf labor is not to be revoked by the claims of universal 
genius.' 1 ' 1 Four examples from different phases ut Dreyer's 
career may illustrate how his biographical legend did not 
permit a recognition of the way his production practice way 
related to concrete historical circumstances. 

When htMLVs from Satan's ftcuk finally appeared in Den¬ 
mark in 1921, its portrayals of the French Revolution and 
of the Ifl'lfi Finnish Civil War were criticized for their sym¬ 
pathy with counterrevolutionary regimes. The memory of 
the Reds' loss of the Finnish war was fresh enough for 
Danish leftists to see in the identification of Satan with the 
Bolshevik faction nothing less than what one newspaper 
called "one big scream against the hated Reds-" S (Georges 
Sad out has even claimed—citing no source-—that Lcflivs 
was financed by the White government of E inland and 
supported by the Danish Radical Party as part of an an- 
nbolshfi sk campaign A) I have found mi record of Dreycr's 
response to such charges, but presumably it would have 
run along the Sines of the answer he gave to a Finn who 
claimed that the film's settings were inauthentic: 

[Tm* episode] does mil pretend to he a ant me & r Finnish 
a rehitectu w-cashm* or mi tint! ten lie chapter from ti re 
Fimtish f[-13r of independence. It is, m ail simplicity a 
human nhtry aivut rj u'UHictrc lHjlj dies fiU* il itithf cause. it 
can take place fir Finland —nr anywhere else rn the 
imrld . 7 

Such an answer, however consistent with Dreyer's aes¬ 
thetic views, is ingenuous. After the Russian Revolution, 
Scandinavian governments looked with anxiety at the rise 
of Bolshevism, and Finland became object lesson on the 
dangers of Red insurrection. Leaves identifies the White 
Finns with patriotic sacrifice: the opening title ("Pro Pa¬ 
wl 
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tria") represents Finland as a woman in white, attacked by 
the Russian eagle (fig- i): later the housewife Sin dies 
rather than surrender to the Reds, More obliquely, the fact 
that both tire French and the Finnish episodes show 
revolutions leading to repression must be situated with 
respect to conditions in contemporary Denmark. While 
Dneyer was preparing the film, the country was shaken by- 
several labor uprisings. During postwar inflation and un¬ 
employment in 19!ft, Danish syndicalists organised several 
demonstrations, one of which ended in the sacking of the 
stock exchange. When the leader of the syndicalists was 
jailed, a general strike was called and sporadic demonstra¬ 
tions left Copenhagen in tumult for days, In 19IE strikes 
affected almost ten thousand workers; in 1919 over thirty- 
four thousand." Despite the universalizing impulse of 
Lfrti'os, and despite Dreyers insistence upon it as a timeless 
human document, the film takes a stand on issues of mass 
action and revolution that arose in Denmark at the time. 

T7re Stigmatized Owes, the first 111111 which Drey lt made 
outside Scandinavia, is so riddled with inconsistencies of 
production practice, aesthetic precept, and historical situa 
tion that we must qualify almost everything we say about 
it. The film deals with the antisemitic pogroms under the 
last czar, but it was shot in Germany with a troupe of 
emigre Russian actors who had worked with Stanislavsky 


and who were now with Max Reinhardt. The film sym 
pathetically portrays the sufferings ol Jews in the pie rev 
olutinnaiy period, Cut the emigres producing the Jiln 
had fled the revolution, carrying to Berlin horror stories 
about the new Soviet order, which Dr ever recorded in hi: 
terse journalistic style: Bolsheviks Hinging passenger: 
from trains, stripping orchards, shooting down men whih 
wives and children look on," In a dizzying turn, Lbc czar's 
persecution of the Jews in the film becomes an ideological 
vehicle for the emigres' experience of Soviet persecution. 
As a final twist, some of the emigres who had worked on 
TVfl’ Stigmatized Ones returned to Russia to work for the 
Soviet film industry, Again, for Dreyer The Stigmatized Ones 
seems to have constituted only a chance to work in Europe 
with some actors whom he admired; the political implica¬ 
tions of the project apparently escaped him. 

So great was Drever r S attachment to the ahistorical that 
his productions sometimes became, willy-nilly, interven¬ 
tions on behalf of very different political positions. He 
writes of /tWtete rf'An' that he simply became interested in 
her, began historical research, and decided to "interpret a 
hymn to the triumph of the soul over life," 1 ' 1 He does not 
note that the canonization of Jeanne in 192(1 was one mark 
of the reentry- of religious interests into postwar French 
governmental policy. Soon the cult of Jeanne d'Arc pro¬ 
vided a focus for Catholic and right-wing demonstrators 
and yielded a symbol for the Action Franoaise." I he surge 
of reactionary nationalism in France during the 1920s finds 
an echo in the- Iasi title of Dreyer's film: "And amid the 
flames the while soul of Jeanne rose heavenwards, that 
soul which has become the soul of France, as Jeanne her¬ 
self has become the incarnation of imperishable France" 

At another extreme. Day of Wrath stands in a critical re¬ 
lation to the German occupation of Denmark. The film w r as 
preceded by some documentaries {T/ai- Wat on Rul* [1941} 
and The Corn is in Danger [1943 J) which audiences had 
considered subversive Commentaries on life under the 
Occupation, Moreover, Da i/ of Wrath opened in Novem¬ 
ber 1943—a critical moment in the Occupation. Sabotage 
against the Germans was growing. In August there had 
been a public strike and the government, refusing to ac¬ 
quiesce to Nazi role, resigned. The Germans disarmed the 
Danish army: in retaliation, the admiral of the Danish navy 
ordered his fleet sunk sli that it could not be used by the 
Germans. Hitter had ordered the arrest of alt Jews, but the 
Danes smuggled Jews by boat to Sweden, while the king 
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publicly wore the star of David in defiance of the Nazi or¬ 
der. In this context, Dmt of Wrath could be seen to protest 
the Occupation tyranny. Yet after the war, when it would 
have been easy to claim to have made a partisan film, 
Drvver cfclfflflv insisted that he* intended Day of Wrath in 
have no con tempo rary political references, 12 

In contrast to these four instances, one might glance at 
the work Lif Bertolt Brecht, Drover's junior by only nine 
years. Each man began his career in the teens, completed 
his first major work in 1918, and found his first interna¬ 
tional success in the years 1927-28. in 1931, while Dreyer 
was suing f,a Societe Genera In de Films for breach of 
contract, Brecht was in Berlin suing the makers of The 
Threepenny Qfwra. Whereas Dreyer went to court hoping to 
win (and did), Brecht, expecting to lose, brought the case 
in a spirit of inquiry, aiming to display certain contradic¬ 
tions of artistic practice under capitalism, After the case, lie 
wrote an. account attacking fourteen preconceptions about 
cinema, several of which Dreyer espoused: "The cinema 
cannot dn without art," "A work of art is the expression of 
a personal Sv." etc.* 3 Brecht's aesthetic position forced him 
to consider the Concrete Sofia I t?ffeet$ of his artistic work. 
Like Dreyer, he was drawn to the story of Jeanne d'Arc. 
which he dramatized three times, but each time as a cal¬ 
culated intervention in a social situation. Sriiffl jixni of the 
Stockyards (1932) was in part a response to the rise in 
unemployment in Berlin in 1930 - 31 . The Vf-Sjon*; r?f Sj'jfKW 
Jidachard (1.943—44) became an allegory' of heroism under 
the Occupation. The Thai of loan of Arc of Rouen (1932) 
adapted Anna Seghers's radio play in order to secularize 
the saint's story: Jeanne’s voices are net vox De; but ivx 
popuit. the cries of oppressed France. The comparison of 
the two artists is not meant to score point* off Dreyer in the 
name of a fashionable and infallible Brecht. The point is 
that Dwyer's aesthetic theory could not acknowledge the 
implications of his work within contemporary situations. 

Yet the narrowness of Dreyer*s aesthetic principles does 
not permit us to reduce the films' ideological operations to 
contemporary situations. The films arc too complex for 
that. from Satan's i?i:n:>.k and The Stigmatized (Jrres do 

not simply rant against mob repression; Jeanne d'Arc is 
not Him pi v a piece of chauvinism, nor is Day of Whiff] a 
straightforward protest against tyranny. The problematic 
aspects of Dreyer's works rests! an attempt to see the films 
as reflecting contemporary ideological positions. 


A POSSIBLE CINEMA 

Putting aside the biographical Dreyer and his legend, how 
can we consider the films' ideological work? One place to 
begin is with the problems of unity and disunity that the 
films pose. In narrative structure and cinematic represen¬ 
tation, in the Impersonal and absent cause, in stylistic 
discontinuity, elongated continuity, theatricalizatlon. sparse- 
ness, and boredom; in these formal strategies we must look 
for Dreyer’s ideological uhos. 

Wo have one frame of niteronee within which to 
theorize such uses, In 1969, Jean-Louis Comolli and Jean 
Narboni began an interrogation of the ideological presup¬ 
positions of contemporary Jilm study: 'The question we 
have to ask is: Which films, books, and magazines allow 
the [dominant bourgeois] ideology a free, unhampered 
passage, transmit It with crystal clarity, serve as its chosen 
language? And which attempt to make it turn back and 
reflect itself, intercept if and make it visible by revealing its 
mechanisms, by blocking them?" 1-1 Comolli and Narboni 
proceeded to construct a typology of the ways in which 
films may be related to the dominant political ideology. 
At one extreme, they claimed, sits the uiiSel (conscious 
ideological product (e.g., the films of a Lekmcht, At 
the other, there arc those films which overtly attack the 
dominant ideology through a breakdown of traditional 
cinematic representation, hi between, there are several 
possibilities {political ccintent.'bouigeoiE; form, direct cinema, 
etc.), one of which is appropriate to the work of this book: 

. . . films width seem nf first sight to belong firmly 
lOithitt the ideology arid fa far iVOlpletely J itidcr iti r'ii'ijly. 
hat which turn orcf to he fln iijdLiy in an ambiguous manner. 
For though they start from a non-progressive standpoint, 
ranging from the frankly reactionary through the «nr- 
ciliatory to the mildly critical, they itiicc been worked 
ujwn, and :rort, frt such a rrwf rosy that there is a notice¬ 
able gap, a tlishKtitipn, fn'tmven the starting point and the 
finished product. . . . Tire films we arc talking about 
throw up obstacles in the way of the ideology, causing it to 
snvrve and get off course. The cinematic frmnenvrft Jets us 
see it, but lalsu sfatfees it up and denounces it, Lwking at 
the framework, one can see hen moments in it: one holding 
it hick within certain limits, one transgressing them. An 
interna! criticism is inking place -which crocks the film 
apart at the srYtrrrs. if i'i.iw reads the film obl:ctue!p, looking 
fli r 5ir??r^fLe?)P," i'f One f(ir?,fr$ beyond its ap/xtrent formal 
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coherence, one l'ijf) sef that it is riddled with cracks: it is 
splitting under an internal tcwsinH which is simply not 
there m an ideologically innocuous film. The ideology 
thus hxJtHftil? Si dfOtilinQte to the text. „ . . (The films of 
Ford , Dreyer, Rossellini, for example.) 1 * 

Since 1%9 the reductiveness of the GHfjVts typology has 
become apparent, {Does any film dearly and hr prob¬ 
lematically represent a dominant ideology? Can we accept 
so absolute a split between form and content or signi- 
fier and signified?) Yet the passage quoted above echoes 
Cnmollis remark on the " on natural gaps'’ between nar¬ 
rative and cinematic form which I quoted in chapter five. 
The QiJiirrs category is useful because its insistence cm 
the ideological functions of rupture accords, with the dis¬ 
parities and tensions which we have found within Dreyer's 
films. 

Not onlv in production and aesthetic position do 
Dreyer's films begin from what the Cahiers describes as 
a reactionary standpoint. Everything we have studied as 
characteristic nf narrative structure in the films seeks tn 
keep them in check ideologically to assure coherent social 
meaning, in creating intelligibility and closure, the absent 
cause and the revealed word become motivated as reli¬ 
gious predestination. In such films as feanue d'Arc, Day of 
Wrath, and Ordet, the narrative explicitly sets against the 
Church a true religiosity that is. in the final analysis, repre¬ 
sented by the film's own self-sufficient discourse (the 
fed one d'Arc trial transcript, the Dies Irae scroll, the living 
word nf Oftfct). Here the practice of eliminating credit se¬ 
quences (Day of Wrath,. Ordet) helps sanctify the film as 
autonomously intelligible, outside history. Here, too, we 
ought to think of the persistent figure nf the father and 
of the use of thy word in ways that reinforce theological 
conceptions- The search for the concealed text makes the 
narrative intelligible because the word represents an ex¬ 
planatory principle over and above the world of the film. 
Religion as a narrative force lakes on ideological weight, 
not only placing the action in an asocial, a temporal frame 
of reference but also validating it as representation, thm- 
riziittf thy film's very production of narrative: religion 
in a capitalist society, Julia Kristeva emphasizes, is "the 
privileged place of speculation and the place from which a 
given socioeconomic formation can elaborate the theory by 
which it represents its own signifying practice to itself— 
theory of language and of the function of Language.'" 1 * 1 


As for Drove ds use of tragedy, we can sec that the same 
insistence on authoritative intelligibility has driven him to 
this mode. Conceptions of tragic inevitability function to 
overdctemiine the film's narrative system. Predictions, 
parallels, and symmetries find their ultimate fulfillment 
when the individual's- fate is to be represented as pre¬ 
determined. Of even greater use is a conception of tragic 
self-knowledge. In /ertiirrc d'Arc, Day of- Wrath, and Gertrud, 
the tragic protagonist at first misunderstands herself, fail¬ 
ing to synchronise her actions with her "authentic'' char¬ 
acter. But as martyrdom approaches, the protagonist's 
acceptance of her fate signifies her recognition of her es¬ 
sential identity. When Jeanne sees her Crown and bits of hair 
swept out of the room, she realizes her destiny. "Your de¬ 
liverance?" asks Massieu, "My death?" Jeanne answers. 
When Anne sees Martin betray and abandon her, she con¬ 
fesses: we are to believe that she resigns herself to death, 
The film asks us to see Gertrud as understanding that al¬ 
though perfect love is impossible, her character will accept 
nothing less: hence she withdraws from the world Indi¬ 
vidual psychology- validates the narrative structure; when, 
in the end, the tragic heroine accepts her fate, her essential 
nature crystallizes for her: her acceptance corroborates the 
motive force of the plot, which, is in turn corroborated by 
the outcome. Dreyer's claim that his films center upon 
psychology and are nonetheless a historical now becomes 
intelligible. In his tragedies, human psychology seeks to 
become defined through resignation to the inevitability of 
an impersonal causal scheme. 

Conceptions of Christianity and tragedy operate 
through a specific figure: woman. The female protagonist 
becomes the site of tomes holding the narrative together. 
Jeanne d'Arc and Gertrud function to center the worlds of 
their respective films. In Vantpyr, first Leone and then 
Gisfrle becomes the desired object around which the 
struggle of the plot takes place. Ordet presents Ingcr as the 
heart of the household (as Than ’Shalt Honor Hry Wife had 
presented Ida). In Dae nf Wmth, Anne shapes the narrative 
through point of view and her desire for Martin. Yet the 
place of woman in Dreyefs films is quite ambivalent. From 
one standpoint, the coherence of thy feminine characters is 
purchased by suppression of their sexuality. One ideologi¬ 
cal function of the tableau/face dialectic is to postpone sys¬ 
tematically the problem of the female body: the body is 
only a ligure in a tableau, eroticism is transferred to facial 
expression. (Michael is the most obvious example.) Usually 
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2. Vrlmpyr. 3, Day of Wrath 

the body ifi wrapped rightly in ciothes r presented an what 
Mikhail Bakhtin, describing tin 1 image of the medieval 
carnival tails "the limited canon . . . the Lmpenetrable 
facade" 17 of the body. Carnality asserts itself,, grotesquely 
and intermittently, in images of pain. Often characters 
force women's bodies into poses nn less rigid than those of 
the tableau itself. Vampyr represents Leone as a woman 
to be pinched and bled, Giseie as one to be strapped to a 
bed. tnger lies convulsed on a tabletop, at the mercy of the 
doctor's scissors. In Jeanne d'Arc and Dm/ of Wrath, flesh 
becomes a raw material to be sculpted through torture 
(Jeanne d'Arc being bled, Herlofs Marte on the strappado). 
Only a facial shot, the dose-op, can cancet such disturbing 
images. In the face {and all treatment of it through lighting 
and narrative content of tragic Self-sacrifice), the feminine 
body finds its just characterzation, The channeling of cor¬ 
poreal into physiognomic energy sustains Dreyer's avow¬ 
edly psychological cinema. Once asked if Gertrud owed 
anything to Bergman's 77rr Sfiattcc, Dreyer responded: "If 
I were to make a film about two Lesbians, E would not 
concentrate as much upon the sexual aspect as upon 
the psychological one. rr]H The sexuality of the female body 
turns into an aesthetic Expressivity which supports the 
unity of the narrative, 19 

Certain of Dreyer's stylistic tendencies utso reinforce 
conceptions of an Isolated subject facing a mysterious and 
impersonal spirit. In a monograph on Dreyer's country¬ 
man Kierkegaard, Theodor Adorno has pointed out how 
the notion of an idealist self was manifested in the recur¬ 
ring metaphor of the interior. For Adorno, Kierkegaard's 
interior embodied inwardness, with the human subject in¬ 
habiting a shourly personal space, cut off from production. 
Objects, decora lively arranged, mirror the subject's un- 
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changing essential nature. In Dreyer's chambers, we find 
the same tendency toward the self-absorption of a subject 
outside history. "Every single heme," reads the opening of 
Thou Shalt Honor Till/ Wife, J, is a world unto itself. . . 
Most evidently there arc the paintings hanging within 
those rooms. The chamber's inhabitants sit or stand 
alongside pictures that double them. David Gray pauses be¬ 
neath a wispy ftn-de-siecla portrait (fig. 2). Anne is glimpsed 
in front of a painting of the crucifixion (fig. 3), Behind 
the patriarchs of Qrdet loom images of the founders of their 
churches, images which echo the old men themselves (fig. 
4). Gertrud is reflected in the tapestry behind her, her lov¬ 
ers m pictures of couples by the sea or of a man bending 
under a burden. The chamber hast become a hall of mirrors. 
From this Standpoint, the centrality of art objects in Michael 
and Gertrud becomes symptomatic of Dreyer's tendency to 
impress the social into the characters' surroundings, but at 
one remove, through decorative objects selected by the 
characters. 

Adorno also suggests that the chamber's furnishings 
become aesfcheticized, gaining their significance "not from 
the substance of which they are manufactured, but out of 
the inu i m'ur t which assembles the illusion of the things as 
a still life-'"- 11 In Dreyer's films, neither referential realism 
nor psychological expressivity will justify all the picture 
frames, Lapestries, precisely aligned sofas, fireplaces, 
woodwork, and cameos upon which the camera lingers. 
For Dreyer. the chamber is a place of spectacle. Of The Pr.cs- 
ideut Kirk Bond writes: 'There arc the bare white walls, 
walls broken by decorative objects, solid, isolated like 
gems in a case-"- 31 Dreyer's chambers put items on display: 
(ike museum and shop, the domestic interior is an exhibi¬ 
tion space. Vet in Kierkegaard, Adorno argues, the or- 
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namenls do not seem alien because they are taken up as 
religious symbols, creating a second inwardness, the exis¬ 
tential subject's religious self-denial. 2 = A similar spiritual¬ 
ization occur(5 in Drover's chambers. Hovering ghostlike 
around the characters, the objects speak erf a mystery 
beyond sense experience. They are there, Dreyer assures 
us, "for symbolic reasons. Even if the symbols cannot 
be readily understood." 23 The perceptual strangeness of 
these bourgeois rooms car signify an obscure but perva¬ 
sive spirituality. Home or church, the two locales are inter¬ 
changeable; the chamber becomes a chapel. 

In spite of all these determinations, Dreyer's films do, 
in Cornell] and Karboni's phrase, "throw up obstacles in 
the way of ideology"; the films possess ftro moments. To 
trace the ideological implications of Drover's late films, we 
need to ham to their gaps and dislocations—that relation 
of narrative form to cinematic form which has been the 
center of our inquiry. 

One result has already been suggested: a shifting of our 
attention from the narrative to film style. Jeanne d'Anc and 
Vaniftyr, the one through composition and discontinuity ed¬ 
iting,. the other through figure movement and ea mem- 
work, force us to attend In the structuring of <>ur aesthetic 
experience. The slackening nf rhythm in Day (if Wrath fore¬ 
grounds the passage of time in the scene, a strategy 
continued in Oriitf and QerSrud by lengthening the take, 
moving the camera, and slowing the figures' move¬ 
ments. Ira all these films, we must notice filmic representa¬ 
tion as a relatively independent system within the text; 
figures of classical cinema are quoted and defamiliarized. 
Our viewing of the film must change; we can follow the 
film only by sensitizing ourselves to cinema as a specific 
medium. The inadequacy of narrative function to filmie 
representation thwarts our desire to pass through the rep¬ 
resentation fu the narrative. 

This result could, however, be justified within some 
conceptions of traditional aesthetics. We ought, the argu¬ 
ment goes, to pay attention to thy art medium, and Dreyer, 
like any stylist, is using certain devices to force us to notice 
the artfulness of the text. To some extent, the description is 
accurate. Yet the five late films perform a more radical ges¬ 
ture than bringing the medium to our notice. To a certain, 
degree and in certain ways, the problems posed by tire 
films block any immediate consumption—even as "art 
works," All the characteristic pressures toward disunity 
operate not only to "crack the film apart at the seams" but 


also to keep it from being easily assimilated to contempo¬ 
rary aesthete standards. 

So completely canonized have /ournc rf’/l re and Vfiwyi/r 
become that we may forget how they challenged not only 
Hollywood norms but also dominant theories of film art. In 
its time, and perhaps even still. La Passion de Jeanne if Arc 
emerges as unclassifiable. Financed by an international 
consortium, the film sought neither an avant-garde audi¬ 
ence nor a politically progressive one; according to press 
reports, the producers hoped to make a commercially pop¬ 
ular film which would thwart Hollywood's hegemony in 
Europe. 24 Yet the film's style assured it of commercial 
failure- Dreyer rejected both classical continuity devices 
and avant-garde procedures. Unlike the American cinema, 
fi’OTijjc ePArc often foregrounds space at the expense of nar¬ 
rative logic; yet it refuses to dismiss or destroy narrative 
in the various manners of Vertov. Lcger, and Runnel. It 
neither harnesses sis discontinuities to characterisation and 
mood (in the manner of Pudovkin j nor fundamentally chal¬ 
lenges the authority of a pro filmic event {in the manner of 
Eisensteink Its idiosyncrasies drove some of Dreyer's ad¬ 
vanced con temporaries to condemn the film as "uncine- 
mafic." If cinema was an art of movement, this film's nar¬ 
row' conception nf action seemed regressively theatrical. The 
Hiorwarrtf LiUfisf.h of the experimental Russian and French 
cinema took as their subjects violent physical activity 
(crowds running down steps, train crashes, the raising of 
Petersburg bridges, machine montages). IVo one before 
had cl] nfined a silent film principally to the dialogue ex¬ 
change at a trial. If the film’s narrative seemed ton theatri¬ 
cal, then the style could seem only static, "Very interesting 
and beautiful" remarked Eise ostein, "but not a film. 
Rather a series of wonderful photographs." 2 ' For Paul 
Rotha, "The very beauty of the individual visual images 
destroyed the filmic value of the production." 2 * Defenses of 
the film implicitly stressed the same point; Jeanne tf Arc's 
closest affiliations were with other arts (painting, sculp¬ 
ture, music), not with cinema. Moreover, Jlwfejjc tf Are's 
reliance upon in lenities—so central to the film's dialec¬ 
tic of image and language — also violated one of the sa¬ 
cred rules of "pure cinema"; that a film must be sheer !y 
pictorial, free of the taint of the word. In its day. the gap 
between narrative and style made ft:mm: d’Arc unfashion¬ 
ably unfilmic, embarrassingly impure cinema. 

Similarly, Vampy? should be located within circum¬ 
stances of European film theory circa 1930. The coming of 
sound challenged the "pure film" aesthetic of the 1920s. 
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The silent fifm avaiu-gardo alt but vanished {L'Agt 1 d'or and 
Zero de amduitc may have been it? last races)- American 
continuity editing easily absorbed sound, and the in¬ 
creased use of camera movement helped clarify narrative 
space, Directors as different as Clair and Eisensfcein sought 
to make ‘'integral" films which would unify sound with 
image. 

In this context, Vampyr becomes no less undassifiable 
than Jeanne d'Arc had been. Genetically, the film links to 
the German Expressionist cinema and to contemporary 
American horror films. Technologically, its in lenities and 
raspy To bis sound system remind us that it is one of those 
transitional films of 1927-30. Stylistically, Vampyr's off¬ 
screen sounds and complex camera movements, are far 
more disruptive than the Contemporary experiments of 
Mamoulian or Lubitsch, Above all the breakdown of the 
relation between narrative structure and cinematic repre¬ 
sentation violated current concerns about what the sound 
cinema should he: for such director* as Clair, a visual nar¬ 
rative art appropriately decorated with sonic accents,: for 
Certain Soviet directors., an art of contrapuntal sound- 
image montage. Vampyr's muffled whispers and sobs, its 
lags in synchronization., and its jerky, unmodulated sound 
cuts only increase the problems of narrative space and 
time; it seems much less J 'smooth" than the contemporary- 
work of Pabst or Clair, 

There is tic ? doubt that both jeame d'Arc and Vampyr 
have lost some of their radical edge through being incorpo¬ 
rated into the discourse of the art film. As a category-, the 
art film differentiates itself from the standardized commer¬ 
cial product by representing the "'personal vision 1 " of the 
individual artist; the division of labor of factory filmmaking 
is now- overseen by the filmmaker. We have already seen 
how Dlever's biographical legend promoted such a view of 
his own work, and other factors supplement it. The inde¬ 
pendent production circumstances of both jmtme d'Arc and 
Mtmfnfr, the mutilation of both films by censorship and the 
vagaries of distribution, the fact that both him* played 
"specialty theatre*" abroad, the canonization of the films 
by doe-dubs, the recasting of each film in so many varying 
versions that it is difficult to recover an original text—all 
these factois tended to charge Vampyr and especially jivniw 
d'Arc with an aura of high art. That ts why it was necessary 
for us to defamiliarkre these classics, to suggest that any 
unified personal vision is subjected to great torsion by the 
films' overall functioning. But it is also possible to argue 
that in the period 1925-30, the art: film had not become the 


routine commodity that it is today. The early art cinema 
was, in however limited a fashion, a progressive force, in 
that it permitted directors like Gance, LHerbier, Epstein, 
Pabsi, and Murnau to work productively within national 
film industries. 

By the early 1950s, however, the art cinema emerged as 
the mode we know 1 today. The end of World War II broke 
down international barriers. American film production, 
beset by the competition of television, tolerated and even 
encouraged the growth of the art cinema, in this context, 
Day of Wrath (19431 must be Seen as an "art film” avant In 
Iciirc, a prototype- The film's hesitation between natural 
and supernatural explanations fur Anne's behavior antici¬ 
pates hnvv the art cinema of the 1950s would use ambiguity 
to foreground character psychology. Yet Dm of Wrath's 
impersonal representational scheme and Us retardation 
of rhythm set it apart from the realist and neorealist 
alternatives to Hollywood at the time. That today Day of 
Wrath is watchable should not make us forget, as we saw 
in chapter eight, that during the 1940s the film's power was 
discomfiting. 

The very concept of art cinema comes under direct as¬ 
sault in Dreycr's two last films, as they strive to make 
themselves unccmsumable cm any terms. The reason for 
the change lies in the way that theatricalization answered 
to the problems set by the sound cinema. Dreycr's aesthetic 
saw the sound film as leading to a more theatrical sort of 
filmmaking. "The talking film presents itself like a theatre 
piece in concentrated form."- 7 This was all to the good, 
Dreyer thought, since during the silent era he had cham¬ 
pioned a literary-theatrical aesthetic In opposition to the 
"pure-fllm" position. Bui after a fitful beginning, the 
sound film did not become as frankly theatrical m tie had 
hoped. Swift changes of scene, the selective assimilation of 
Russian and French cutting device*, and borrowing of 
techniques from music and radio pushed the cinema to¬ 
ward a narrative cxpansivcncss unlike Dreycr's notion of 
theatre. Moreover, Dreyer actively sought to distinguish 
his films from the "film-product" Hence the apparent ar¬ 
chaism of the films' return to the theatrical unities. But that 
very return permitted the films to preserve the essential 
split of narrative logic (now, the play text) from spatio- 
temporal form (now, the cinematic adaptation). Once the 
split is formulated, cinematic representation can prolong 
the play's text, puncture It, fill it with empty spots, reduce 
It to a ground for a work upon classical figures of style and 
ordinary' practices of viewing. 


h 



US p RE YES'S USES 


The classical Hollywood cinema requires a flow of nar¬ 
rative information which, while varying within certain 
rates, nonetheless aims for clear comprehensibility and as¬ 
sured consumption, lit is not a question of a quantitative 
measure; the classical causal, spatial, and temporal 
systems discussed throughout this book create reading 
conventions based upon a continuous intelligibility' If the 
classical reading conventions exist at the midpoint of a 
continuum, we can locate other models at opposite piles. 
One pole would be the "information overload" cinema, 
which overwhelms ihe viewer with too many stimuli, little 
repetition, and excessively intricate movements and forms. 
Examples would be some early (.Griffith Biographs, the 
single-frame films of Robert Erect, the superimposition 
films of Stan Brakhage, and certain works by Tali and 
Rivette, Such, films cannot be watched only once; they a re¬ 
designed to be unassimilable on a single viewing. An op¬ 
posite mode might be called "minimal cinema.” If the 
viewer responds to the in formation-overload film with a 
sense of confusion, minimal cinema elicits a sense of bore¬ 
dom. Judged by classical viewing procedures, the film 
presents too few stimuli, loo much repetition, too few 
complexities. Minimal cinema favors stasis: instead of 
wanting to slow the film down, the spectator wants to 
speed it up. (1 was once asked to project Oder at a rate 
faster than 24 frames per second.) Examples of minimal 
cinema would be some films by Andy Warhol and Michael 
Snow. Just as definitively as its opposite, minimal cinema 
refuses certain formal strategies (economy. Conciseness, 
drive] and certain viewing conventions demanded by the 
classical model. 

The slow and sparse pace of Ordct and Grririrff works 
against our conventional aesthetic desires in the manner of 
"minimal cinema." We want a film to be fresh and clear on 
one viewing, yet we want to be able to return to it, "seeing 
more each time" (Hence criticism's familiar surface depth 
metaphor.) In this respect, the minimal mode may be more 
radical than the overload one. since the latter seems to 
promise profundity, abundance, density, almost intolera¬ 
ble richness, while minimal cinema restrains our urge to 
plumb the depths: everything (such m there is) is on the 
surface, no more is revealed each time. 1 love ring on the 
brink of stasis, Dreycr's late films approach what Jean- 
Franijois Lyotard calls "acinema l, '- rt ; they start to refuse the 
very idea of kinemn, moving pictures, we.vs. Emptiness, la¬ 
tent in Day of Wrath and Qrdef, manifest in Gertrud, haunts 


the late films as the rejection of the need to satisfy any 
aesthetic canon. Although Dreyer had no overt desire to be 
radical, his marginal position in film production emerges 
through the films' refusal to be consumed either as diver¬ 
sion or ordinary art. To this extent, Dreyer severs his work 
from the art cinema of the 1960s; these films struggle with 
their own status as commodities. 

In the light of the foregoing, Dreyer s career suggests 
a more appropriate analogy than the work of Brecht: that 
of Arnold Schoenberg. Granting major differences — 
that Dreyer never founded a theoretical system, that hl.5 
must radical works were not of hi* youth, and so on — 
nevertheless the filmmaker resembles the composer in 
working against ideologically determined habits of aes¬ 
thetic consumption. We need not share Theodor Adorno's 
loathing of mass culture to agree that Schoenberg's works, 
by their inhuman autonomy, oppose the ordinary pleas¬ 
ures of aesthetic experience. "Willi Schoenberg affabil¬ 
ity ceases." 2 * In opposition to mass production and con¬ 
sumption, Schoenberg's pieces and Dreycr's films stand 
as negations: Schoenberg through the systematised, anti- 
ornamental piece, Dreyer through representational dis¬ 
junct inns and vacuities. Paradoxically;, both men, whose 
works challenge ordinary comprehension, often sought to 
Justify 7 that challenge by reference to the authority of reli¬ 
gion, The Judaism uf such pieces as Kot Nidre, A Survivor 
from Warsmv, Moses and Aaron, and Jacob's Ladder, and the 
Christianity of Li Pass Du de Jeanne d’Arc, Day of Wrath, 
and Onfef stand out as desperate unifying gestures. It is 
not: accidental that many of the most radical modern artists 
(Kandinsky. Cage, Bresson) have needed religiosity to mo¬ 
tivate formal experimentation and, indeed, perceptual 
displeasure. (The principal alternative, appealed to hy 
Brecht, Godard, cl al., would seem to be politics.) As in 
Schoenberg's works, however, the forbidding problems of 
Dreycr's films cannot be resolved by appeal to the holy. 
Finally, major unfinished, works haunt the last years of 
both artists, and even the finished works have something 
inconclusive about them. Adorno points Cut that: 

Musk in us sense that they labor on music and not on 
it*orks f ei'cu if such labor progresses mrfy through iiwfrs. 
The late Schoenberg composed not uvrks hut paradigms of 
a puss to/e music. The idea of jurrsre itself grows all the 
more transparent as the uwfcs insist less and lesson their 
ap}varance . 1(1 

In a similar way, Dreycr's tale films may be said to work 
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upon film as such, tit exist less as summing-ups of a career 
than as glimpses of what cinema might become. 

Drevei’S biographical legend—the stubborn indivi¬ 
dualist refusing all compromise — may have been a banner 
for Eater tumnakers, but ''paradigms of a possible cinema' F 
are what wo must seek in estimating Drover's interest for 
us now. We do not lack evidence that modem filmmakers 
have found Dreyer's films important. Alain Robbe-G fillet 
and Marguerite Duras have acknowledged that their work 
has been affected by his.-' 1 Susan Soniag claims that 
Bndlier Carl was made under the aegis of Ordot, a film 
Which "has remained ail these year* as a kind of ideal l*x* 
perien.ee of my Imagination.' r>: Ambmw d'utt rapfmt, ac¬ 
cording to its creator Lite Mcmllet, owes a good deal to GVr- 
intd. 33 Michel Delahaye finds Dreyer's hand even- - where, 
in Hitchccck, Godard, Bresson, tVliznguchi, Straub: "Mo 
great film '.vhich does not go back to Drcyer, the crux of the 
modem cinema."* -1 

Vet just as we had to avoid excessively simple notions of 
influence on Dreyer, so must we avoid the same error in 
considering his effects on other filmmakers, it is not a mat¬ 
ter of finding Dreyerian devices in other filmmakers' 
works, for that simply pries elements loose from their func¬ 
tions in different films. What is at stake is not the borrow¬ 
ing of isolated devices but the functions themselves,, the 
problem sand processes that Dreyer's films open up, Influ¬ 
ences,. wriles Tynianov, concern tire shifting rotes assigned 
to a given elementW Influence is seldom straight or direct; 
it moves crab wise, like (Shklovsky insists) the knight's 
move in chess. An arlsst rarely provides a model to be 
copied by another arksf; Jm artist Opens up a field lit prob¬ 
lems, launches a theoretical excursion into some pos¬ 
sibilities. The problems opened up are not necessarily 
settled—neither by the frrs! artist {Drover did not,, as we 
have discussed at length, solve the problems his work 
raised) nor by the successors. The successors transform the 
problem, position the issues within a different context, 
even reject the initial premises, /oij me d'Arc and Vtanpyr 
pose problems of spatial and tempura l continuity; Day of 
Wrath, Onirt, and Gvrfrud, problems of rhythm, theatrical¬ 
ity. sparseness, and emptiness; and all of the films, prob¬ 
lems of the relation of narrative logic to the spatio-temporal, 
structures of cinema. What is at stake is not direct influence 
("T have no disciples''} but rather ways in which modem 
filmmakers have transformed those issues. 

It is of secondary importance, for instance, that the 


young Jean-Luc Godard knew and admired Driver's 
work, 3 * What is cmdal is that Dreyer's films pose a series 
of problems which Godard addressed in a film like l/fi'jr sh 
i'il’, We have already seen how, inD? Bisiffy?) de featme d'Arc, 
a concentration upon faces in dialogue transforms the 
space of classical editing,, disturbing the unity of point of 
view and shot 1 reverse shot- (n Vifresu vie, Godard returns 
to this problem by setting Mann's face in dialogue with 
another. But Godard goes farther, treating each scene as a 
variant upon the face motif. The opening credits present 
Nana from three aspects—profile looking left, full face 
looking at the camera, profile looking right—and the first 
shot of the first episode concludes the circuit by presenting 
her from the rear. Thereafter, Godard's camera positions, 
tracking shots, and editing build up a set of permutations 
far more schematic than anything in Jamiu: d'Arc—some¬ 
thing much more like the rigorous ctirnbiiialvire of Qrdrt 
or Gertrud, Conversation scenes are filmed from behind 
one participant (episode 71 or behind both (episode 1); from 
angled and straight-on subjective positions (episodes 4, 
5, 10); over one participant's shoulder in long take (ep¬ 
isode 2) or in many shots (episode l(J); with a camera 
that arcs and pans to reframe each Speaker (episode 3) or 
which tracks in and out cm a single one (episode 6). Two 
sequences present virtually every aspect of Nana's face, 
one by montage (episode 8), the other in long spiralling 
tracking shots (episode 9). One episode even represents a 
character's point of view without identifying the character 
(episode 12). And not until episode 11 (Nana's conversa¬ 
tion with Brice La rain) are the cutting and framing of or¬ 
thodox shot reverse shot used—• having by this point been 
thoroughly defamiliuri/ed- Thus the famous excerpt from 
La rtjssfe?j rfc JwHtu'd'Arc in ^ftw stmt* functions not simply 
to compare Jeanne with Nana. Neither homage nor imita¬ 
tion, the sequence cites Dreyer's film as a loan ctasaiatfi of 
how the face and the glance can fragment cinematic space, 
offering a point of departure for Godard's own stylistic 
iv o rk. 

Godard also considered VYj-'jt vie a ''theatrical 1 ' film, 
in that language is central to it: 'In my film one must listen 
to people speaking. 1 '-* 7 Nl> less than discontinuity, Dreyer's 
strategy of theatrics I Nation has opened up problems for 
Subsequent filmmakers to resituate and challenge. In ways 
which we have seen. Dreyer's films pose the problem of 
how to represent theatrical texts, how a film may be a "per¬ 
formance." Dreyer's work has helped change the status of 
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"filmed theatre" in the modem cinema. As Stephen Heath 
has suj^eSted. classical theory defined cinema against 
theatre (film’s "impression of reality," freedom of locale 
and tune), Consequently, a film's stressing 45 f theatrical 
representation can rupture many of the classical norms; 
"One way of restating the limits of cinema (of posing its. 
specificity) has been precisely the f Jia'a Incalizahott of film. 
Paradoxically, by defining themselves against dominant 
conceptions of what cinema can or must he (Reis? and 
Millar disparage the modern "cinema of immobility 1 ' ), >J 
Dreyer's lale films define the /tch'mycrrcyEis specificity of 
cinema, cinema as a mixed representational mode. Thus 
Qrdft and Gertrud belong less with 7 he Little Fiwcs or Hi*»iry 
l\ say, than with Ichikawa's An Actor's Retutigi' and Qshi- 
mj J i Heath by Hanging. 

And, most saliently of all, with the work of Daniels 
Huillet and Jean-Marie Straub, As in Godard's films, overt 
influences are apparent, Straub considered Othon to pre¬ 
sent ,J a theatre that would be so mew he re between i [itch- 
cock and Dreyer" and in an essay he vigorously defended 
Dreyer's wiirk. 1 " E lyre again, however, the primary issue is 
that of surpassing, of pushing off in new directions like the 
knight's crooked move, of transforming the field of prob¬ 
lems revealed in Dreyer's work. So it is important that The 
Bridegroom, (he Actress, and the Pimp condenses a play text,, 
but in an utterly un-Drcyerian way—by simply reducing it 
to a frantic, elliptical ten minutes; the film "stages the play 
by means of cinema" but by framing the stage to reveal the 
wings and the incomplete Hals. 

It is similarly important that The Chronicle of An mi Mag¬ 
dalena Bach uses tableau compositions and long takes with 
scant Lire movement, but these Dreyerian devices ap¬ 
pear within a context that transforms them. Straub and 
Hull let's film attacks narrative causality in a far more radi¬ 
cal wav than Dreyer's hlms do; since the device of the 
"chronicle" elevates sheer temporal successively above 
causality, the segments are far more autonomous, the tab¬ 
leaux (however crammed) still more empty of narrative 
significance. However much Anna Mngdnlcjia Bach resem¬ 
bles Gertrud (made four years earlier), Hu i I let 1 Straub's 
treatment of musical performance criticizes and revises 
Dreyer's. The songs Gertrud sings in trland's apartment 
and after the banquet, though performed with the styliza¬ 
tion typical of the film, are in text and emotional expressiv¬ 
ity highly motivated by causal factors in the narrative. But 
Straub and Hmillet pose in extremis the problem of musical 


performance as a representational spectacle by cutting the 
performance free of psychological causes, by eliminating 
expressivity, and by not show mg any listeners. In this way, 
the film can represent something Gertrud cannot: the pro¬ 
duct iiv labor of musical performance. Moreover, in Anna 
Atffgdflfejui Bach, the "sparseness" prevalent in Ordet and 
GcrtrJid juxtaposed with its opposite, an "information 
overload" strategy whereby the narrator’s voice-over com¬ 
mentary peppers us with historical data. Thus Huillet and 
Straub negate and surpass Dreyer's cinema of immobility 
by setting it within a context that includes its opposite: 
the static performances stand against an overwhelming 
saturation of narrative information. In this framework, 
die film’s traditionally narrative scenes become clipped 
and fragmentary, what Straub called ''points"' in Stock¬ 
hausen's sense of elements "existing for themselves in 
complete freedom and formulated individually and in con¬ 
siderable isolation from each other .' r41 Bach is examined as 
a contradictory figure; the narration and dramatic scenes 
play between his roles as servant to the nobility and com¬ 
poser fur the bourgeoisie, while the isolated performances 
stress the music itself and its "relative autonomy" with 
respect to the conditions of production. This account 
schematises the complexity of Anna Magdalena Bach, but 
the sketch should stilt suggest how the film assimilates and 
yet de-centers Dreyerian principles by situating them, 
within a new field of inquiry, one in which the examination 
of theatrical representation is carried out an an overtly polit¬ 
ical context. 

The "paradigms of a possible cinema" latent in Dreyer's 
films depend, then, precisely on his works' tensions and 
disjunctions. Thar filmmakers like Godard and Straub' 
Midi let and leftist critics like those oi CHuvrs du Cinema can 
cite Dreyerasa model suggest that his films' iron temporary 
significance rests upon how they work upon representa¬ 
tion and perception. At one level, the problem is that of the 
narrative irresolutions of the late film*. A bidder and im¬ 
personal cause is referred to an initially supernatural au¬ 
thority. then to a sheeiTy linguistic one {the book, the word) 
before turning back to become only the film itself (the film as 
the document of Jeanne's trial, the film as the book Vampyr. 
the film as the Dies Irae, as the Word, as the performance 
of Gertrud's poem-script). Representation has no ultimate 
meaning, there is only, arbitrarily, (he text, ceaselessly and 
circularly self-referring. Wh.it keeps the films from her¬ 
metic isolation is the disjunction between such narrative 
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struct ulus and the t unctions Lit cinematic space and time — 
a disjunction which introduces the issue of cinema as a 
specific art. Adapting novels and plays fulfilled for Dreyer 
the purpose Waller Benjamin saw for translation: Jl Ex¬ 
pressing the central reciprocal relationship between 
languages .." 43 

It should thus not he surprising that Dreyer's films have 
become important for certain members of the European 
avant-garde. "Pure''' structuralist filmmakers, totally refect¬ 
ing narrative, have not found h:s work as exemplary as 
those filmmakers for whom narrative and fiction remain 
important problems. Ji Dreyer's work demonstrates ways 
in which narrative structure can be challenged through per¬ 
ceptual and representational processes specific to cinema, 
The difficulties of the tableau face dialectic, of the discon¬ 
tinuities of Jciume cf'Arr and Varner, of theatrical ization 
in Da\t of lYrnf/j, Ordei and Gertrud, all show how cinema 
can construct its own systems against narrative cohe¬ 
rence and spec tutorial pleasure. Dreyer's usefulness is that 
of a director who posed problems which contemporary 
filmmakers must address, but in other terms than his own. 

It would be specious to reduce Dreyer to a failed 
avant-gardist., as if lie couldn't quite become Straub or as if 
Gertrud were merely a trial run. for India Sumy Dreyer's 
work has its own specific aesthetic interest. livery artist's 
work contains something of the old and of the new, but 
seldom in such tense conflict as in Dreyer's films: anach¬ 
ronistic and modern, challenging in their very archaism 


("the old-fashioned I rhythm]," he remarked, "can under 
certain circumstances be the most modem")/ 34 embedded 
in psychological and theological assumptions, but at the 
same time tracing the possibility of alternatives and oppo¬ 
sitions. Here are films whose narrative determinations 
collide with radical stylistic experimentation, films which 
exhibit the most traditional regularity only to raise difficul¬ 
ties of a theoretical nature. The autonomy which the works 
Seek springs from Dreyer's marginal production position 
and conservative aesthetic, but in their period that position 
and that aesthetic also helped break the films from domi¬ 
nant cinematic practice. 

Dreyer's films contest simple ideological transmission 
in ways already proposed, yet the same films cannot be 
seen as freed from other ideological determinations. For¬ 
mal devices do not make a text politically radical. Dreyer's 
works remain torn by inner conflicts. Like Schoenberg in 
Adorno's account, like Oku, Mvwguehi. Tad, «md Bresson, 
Dreyer's historical importance lies in his contradictory 
in-betweenness. I lis fascination for us today in that of a di¬ 
rector who, in the ways we have analyzed, opens up a 
problematic distance between dominant cine malic prac¬ 
tice and another cinema: a cinema which demands 
fresh perceptual activities, a -cinema which refill In 
emr’iMrt as normally conceived and consumed. Semicompre- 
herisible, the hlms of Carl-Theodor Dreyer exist on the 
margin uf unity, meaning, pleasure. Beyond lies the cin¬ 
ema of uiuTi tel legibility. 




Dreyers origins are as obscure as many of his films, We 
know that he was born in Copenhagen on 3 February 1889, 
but beyond that we must rely upon his own accounts of his 
youth, transmitted, chiefly through his friend and biog¬ 
rapher hbbe Neergaard. Dreyer's mother was Swedish; his 
fadier's identity and background are unknown. Dreyer 
claimed at teas! once that he was illegitimate. 1 His mother 
died soon after his birth, We do not even know Dreyers 
original name, since he took the name of the Danish family 
who adopted him, He told Neergaard that this family "con¬ 
sistently let me know that 1 had to be very grateful for the 
food I got and l really had no claim on anything because 
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my mother had cheated her way out of pay ing for me by 
going off and dying, . , ," a 

According to Dreyer, the family wanted him to repay 
them by becoming a cafe pianist, but he had no musical 
talent. A scries of office jobs in municipal administration, 
in a power company, and in a telegraph company— -the lat¬ 
ter described in the anecdote cited on p. 9—led him to try- 
something different. 

That was journalism- Between 1909 and 1912, Dreyer 
did aviation and nautical reporting for Berlmgske Tidentic 
and Ryjef, two Copenhagen newspapers. By July 1932, he 
was working for the daily Eksirabladet. Ekstmblndet, popu¬ 
lar tor its witty writing in the continental fashion, relied 
stronglv upon feature Stories, and in October 1912, Dreyer 
began a series of articles called Vbr lids Heft fHcraes Of Our 
Time). These were feuilletons profiling Copenhagen celeb¬ 
rities. Under the pseudonym 'Tonimen" ("Inch"}, Dreyer 
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included m his roster of heroes such film figures as Ole 
Olsen, Asia Nielsen,, and many Nordisk directors. Today, 
tlie essays seem nu>rv mocking than clever. 

Heroes of Our Time put Dreyer In touch with the world of 
f ilm and theatre. F le later recalled that one day a film pro¬ 
ducer corr plained to him that he had a script problem: he 
had just lucked his heroine in a tower but didn't know how 
to get a message to her. When. Dreyer suggested carrier 
pigeons, the producer proposed that he write a film. 3 At 
this time, it was not unusual for journalists to enter the film 
business: I he successful director A. W. Sandberg had been 
a reporter for six years before Nordisk hired him in 1913. 
Between 1912 and 1913, Dreyer wrote three scripts for the 
firm of Ska nd ina visk-Russisfcu Man del shut;. Me then 
joined Nordisk Films Kompagsti, first part-time in 1913, 
and later full-time in 1915. In all, at least twenty-three films 
of the penod credit Dreyer as scriptwriter. 


Rryggcrews Datter (The Emccr's Daughter}. 1912, Director: 
Rasmus Qtteson. Story.’script: Dreyer and Viggo 
Cavling. Photography: AdamJohansen. Production: 
Ot:t Skandinavisky l iiinddshus. First shown; 9 Au¬ 
gust 1912. Players; CM Fonss, Emilio Sannnm, 
Richard Jensen. 

Bnllonex}>hr5i(mert {The Balloon Explosion). 1913. Director: 
Richard Jensen. Story.'script: Dreyer. Production: 
Skandinavisk-Russisko Handelshu$. First shown: 6 
March 1913. Players: Richard Jensen, Fmilie San- 
nom, VaJdemar Mol lor. Dreyer is said to have 
played the n>le of a balloon captain in this film. 
Krig$k(trre$pondrtf ten (The War Correspondent). 1913. Director: 
Vilhelm Cluckstadt. Story'script: Dreyer. Photogra¬ 
phy; Alfred Lind, Adam Johansen. Production: 
Skandinavisk-Russisk* H&ntMshus-. First shown: 27 
April 1913. Players: Emanuel Gregors, Richard Jen¬ 
sen. Emilie Sannom. 

Wans .?y Crethe (fiaiss and Ctvfht'k 1911. Director: Sofus 
VVolder. Story-script: Dreyer- Photography: Axel 
Graatkjcer, Rasmussen. Production: Nordisk Films 
Konpagni. hirst shown: 1913. Players: Maja Bjerre- 
Lind, Gerd Fgede Nissen, Svend Billy. 

Ekkovs Opfmdsesiihvd thmmtiw Live). 1913. Director: Sufus 
VVolder. Story'script: Drevcr, Production: Nordisk 
Films Koiopagni. First shown: 7 September 1913. 
Players: Ellen Aggerholm el al. 


CJrufitfkfs Hemmelighid; eller Detgtiwh- rftatol (The Secret of the 
Writing Desk; or, The Old Writing Desk). 1913. Director: 
Hjalmar Davidson. Story.’script: Dreyer, Photogra¬ 
phy: D Larson. Production: Nordisk Films Kom- 
pagni. E r irsl shown: 15 September 1913. Players: 
Aagc Funss, Lay Lauritxen, Ella Sprange. 

Ned Med Vahnene fSii reader Anus). 191 •!. Director: Hnlger- 
Madsen. Script: Dreyer. Based on the novel Die 
Waften adder by Bertha von Suit nor. Photography: 
Marius Clausen. Production; Nordisk Films Korn* 
pagni. First shown: IB September 1913. Players: Olaf 
ForisS, Augusta Blad, Jnhanne Fritz-Petersen. 
Juvelerentes S Arndt; eller Skelethanden; eller Skeletiwtdcr sidste 
hedrift {The jeuvllers Terror; nr. The Skeleton's Hand; or. 
The Las) Adventure of the Skeleton's Hand), 1915. Di¬ 
rector: Alex Christian. Story.script: Dreyer. Pho¬ 
lography i C. Fischer. Production; Nordisk Films 
Kompagni. First shown; 20 December 1915, Players: 
Aage Bertel. Alf BICilecher, Frederik Jacobsen. 

Penge {Money). 1914. Director: Karl Mantzius. Script: 
Dreyer. Based on the novel l.'Argent by Emile Zola. 
Production; Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown: 
1 January 1916. Players; Karl Man Dins, R. Schyberg, 
Svend Aggerholm. 

Dw Hvide Djtrvet; eller Dpevdetts protege (The Wfiifp Devil; iir. 
The Da'iPs Protege). 1915. Director: Holger-Madsen. 
Script; Dreyer. Based on the novel Esther by Hanaro 
de Balzac. Photography: M. Oku sen, Production: 
Nordisk Films Kumpagm. First shown: 25 January 
1916, Players: Carlo Wieth, Gerd Egede-Nissen, 
Svend Kornbecb. 

Dm SfajJiHr Eivlyv (Evelyn the Beautiful). 1915. Director: 
A. W. Sandberg. Script: Dreyer. Based on an idea by 
Viggo Cavling. Photography; Olsen. Production: 
Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown: 23 February 
1916. 1’layers: Rita Sacchetto, Henry Seemann, 
A. Trimier-Funder. 

R.o?vdderkettf)ett; elu-r Den mdr enke fTfrc Krslifvr Spider; nr. 
The White Widow)- 1915. Director: August Blum. 
Script; Drvver, Bused on an idea by Sven Elvcstad- 
Production: Nordisk Films Korn pagni. First shown: 
8 May 1916, flayers: Rita S a echo I to, Anion do 
Vend ier, Hans Richter. 

Ot Fvrfrryiiers Liv Og Dtt'JUld; eller Ejt Farbruyders McmuiViT' 
(The Life and Times of a Criminal; irr. The Mtrrrerrs of a 
Criminal). 1915. Director: Alex Christian. Script; 
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Dreyer. Based on an idea by Sven Flvestad, Photog¬ 
raphy: C. Fischer. Production: Nordisk Films Kom- 
pagni. First shown: 7 August 1916. Flayers: Ingehurg 
Sknv, Laurit?. Olsen, Frederik Jacobs? n- 
G ifl; filer Lcrhjerfct (The Pohon of Gold; or, The Clay 
lh'arth 1915. Director: 13nlgyr-Madscn. Script: 
Dr ever. Based on the novel by Carl Gan drop. Pho¬ 
tography: Marius Clausen. Production: Nordisk 
Films Kumpagni. First shown: 16 August 1910. 
Flayers; Carlo Wieth, Agnete von Prangvn, Anton 
de Veretier, Peter Fjelstrup, Frederik Jacobsen, 

I-taMpuncjJs Hcniffwlitfht'd (The Secret of the fdvilhw). 1914, Di¬ 
rector: Karl Mani/.ius. Script: Drover. Based on the 
novel by Viggo Cavling. Photography: L. Larsen. 
Production: Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown: 
8 September 191b. Havers: Karl Mant/ius, Vita 
BlichfeMt. 5 vend Aggerholm. 

Dm Mtfstiskr Sr’lsfert)«ftrrrriv diet Lcg&Uonenf Gidsel (TheMys¬ 
terious Lady* Companion; or. The Homage of the Ftti- 
Imsy). 1916 Director: August Blorn. Script: Dreyer. 
Based on the novel by Sven Elves Lid. Photography: 
J. Petersen. Production: Nordisk Minns Kompagni. 
First shown: 35 January 1917 Flayers: Peter Nielsen, 
Magda Vang, Alf HiiiLecher, Vibeke Kmyer. 

Harrs Ripigc Riijur (H;s Real Wife). 191 6. Director: HoLgcr- 
Madsen. 5torv script. Drover. Photography: Marius 
Clausen. Product ion: Nordisk Films Kcjmpiigni. 
First shown: 23 May 1917. Havers: [ohanne Fr:t» 
Peterser, 1 ienry Seemann, Bertel Krause. 

Tange Nr. Tf3 (Priwner No. 1i3). 1916. Director; i lolger- 
Madsen. Script: Dwyer. Based on the novel by Carl 
Mutismann. Photography: Marius Clausen. Pro¬ 
duction: Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown: 25 
June ]917 Players: Alma Hhiding, Cudrun Bruun, 
Svend Mels mg, Peter Fjelstrup, Erik Holberg, Peter 
Nielsen. 

Li/ffa. 1916. Director: llnlger-Mndsen. Script: Drover. Based 
on a story by Vjggo Cavling, Photography: Marius 
Clausen. Production: Nordisk Films Kompagni. 
First shown: 9 April 1918. Flavors: Voldemar Phi¬ 
lander, Ebba Thomsen i Zanny Petersen, Robert 
Schmidt, Philip Bech, Charles Wilken. 

Gicrfcirs Dii,4’; dltr Miskendt. (Dmj of fmp. or, Neglected), 1916. 
Director; Alex Christian, Story- script: Drover. Pho¬ 
tography; H. F. Rimmon. Production: Nordisk Films 
Kompagni. First shown: 3 [one 19 EH, PI a vers: Alma 


Hi siding, Elleil Rassow, Anton de Verdier. Philip 
Bech, Carl Lauriteen, Birga von Cotta Schontierg. 
Gdlekop. 1916. Director: August Blom. Script: Drover, Based 
on the novel by Harald Tandrup. Photography; 
Johan Ankerstjeme, Production: Nordisk Films Kom¬ 
pagni. First shown: 9 May 1919. Flayers: Johanne 
IVita-Petersen. Charles Wilke n r Gun nor SomiTUr- 
feldt, Frederik Jacobsen, Bertel Krause. 

Hotel Fiimitic (Hotel Ptimliso). 1917 Director: Robert Dine- 
sen. Script: Dwyer. Based on the novel by Einar 
Rousthrtj. Photography: Sofus Wangle. Production: 
Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown: 10 October 
1917, Players; [ngeborg Spangsfddt, Ebba Thom¬ 
sen, Peter Fjelstrup, Gunnar Sommerfeldt, Emma 
Wtehe, Kai Lind, Oda Larsen. 

Gni'rpiiii'rrs A-re {The Gcortr^s's Hurrer), L91S, Director: Au¬ 
gust Blum. Script: Dwyer. Based on the novel 
KiUf’liiiyfr bv Paul Lindau. Photography: I... Larsen. 
Production: Nordisk Films Kompagni. First shown; 
14 November 1919. Players: Agnes Rehni. A age 
Ftmss, God r un Houlberg, Alf Blii lecher. 

The following scripts were prepared by Dreyer and sold to 
Nordisk, but if they were filmed, they appeared under 
other titles. 

De faiske iittgre (The False hinge ah 1915. 

G rc^'ni <lf 0 $},i (The Con id of Oslo), 1915. 

Mirndm ■' manen (The Mar: hi the Minwt. 1915- 
Eivntyrskih'f (Adventure Ship), 1915. 

Dor (fade pTasiycr (The Dead FhssL’iryeri. 1935 . 

Dor sliultte Jjrrs fTk'c Sfnfrrr J i'iccscJ. 1915. 

Dr hcvnnehghedsftdde gaivr (The Secret Gifts'). 1915. 

5 t randnnvme i C mtlni clk'rStmridnnvme i St. Mir no (The St rand 
Roh}/i , r<ofGrons!npor. The Strand RoHvrsofSt. MnrtuJ, 
L9I5, 

Rntto'nt- (The RrrGl. 19! 5- 
J itn?p (The Asm of the Dm 9- 1916. 

Derr yi Adt per>t (The Golden Plague), 1916, 

Stjalcn iifkke fSMi’rr 1 Juppfrr^d. 1916 , 

P'rrvrJJC L'ljVr iiTvc i TAc Lfa.'in/ or the Life). 1916. 

TjV Ffrrrj?i( 5 cr. 1916 , 

Shtthjgg i •Her ikke (Insane or Not), 1916. 

DofcdiTJiSL'rcrr (Dance of Death). 

A-fmr den her lagdc fafen ode iThe Mur tV/io Di’sfrnvrtt a hwn). 
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Of these films, only hvc —Ned Med Vaabnene and Pari! 
Ions Hemmclighed — have? been found. 

At Nordisk, Dreyer's tasks were to scout for literary 
material, to adapt the material to scripts, to write interti- 
ties, and its work with editors in cutting the finished film. 
In 1911 he married; hy 1917 tie had a daugliter and was Ew¬ 
ing. in Fredericks VI Alle, a comfortable middle-class area 
popular with actors, hager to direct, he asked the producer 

Frost: "I hope that vtsu aild IVordtsk Fitms CO- will try to 
exploit th h ability and give me One of the projects [ am 
looking fi r. If you do that, you won't regret i t/' J In 19 IK 
Nordisk gave him n chance to film a novel he had bought 
as literary consultant 


Pmsidenten (The President). 1918. 


SCRIPT; Dreyer. Based on the novel bv Karl Emil Franzes. 
PHOTOGRAPHY: Hans Vaago. ART DIRECTION; Jens 
G. Lind (uncrediled) and Dreyer. PR0DtiCT7OjV; Nordisk 
Films Kompagni. FIRST SHOWN: I February 1919 
(Sweden). 


Karl Victor v. Sendigeti 

his father 

his grandfather 

Victarine Lippert, his daughter 
Hennine Upper!, VicfQtirn , '$ wot he* 
lawyer George Berber 
the prosecutor 
Franz 


Halvard Hoff 
Etith E T to 
Carl Meyer 
Olga Raphael-Linden 
Bette Kirkebye 


Axel Richard Christensen 
Peter Nielsen 
I fall a n.d er Hfl I eman n 


Brigitla 

Maika 

Vklarine's fiance 
Vice-President Werner 


Fanny Petersen 
Jficnba Jessen 
Jon Everson 
Axel Madsen 


E3y die lime that Dreyer made The President, be had seen 
rite Birth of a Nation (it played in Denmark in March of 
f91H)and perhaps also Inloleruncc {y\ lrich had been shown 
privately in January of the same year). Jean Mi try has 
suggested the influence of Sjnstmm's Dodkysscu (Kiss of 
Death, 1916), and Georges Saduul that of the Gentian 
avant-garde theatre. s But TFre Presj'rfflIt already shows a dis¬ 
tinctive touch; it is certainEv one of the handsomest films of 
the silent era. Critics complained ot Elie- performances— 
"The acting is undeniably not completely modem"—and 
years later Dreyer agreed: "I let the actors do what they 
liked. Later 1 saw my mistakes on the screen. That's how 
one learns to direct,"* Dreyer was particularly proud of the 
decor, "3 worked toward a simplification of the sets, I al¬ 
ready had at that time a theory that if you walk into a 
man's room you get an impression of his personality and 
character just by looking at the room. Therefore, the Presi¬ 
dent's room was built op from very calm walls and very 
few furnishings," 7 

Although i-nmpleled in MK. oil 1 film was first released 
in Sweden in the following year; not until 9 February 1920 
did it premiere in Copenhagen, Why Nordisk held back 
the Danish release is unclear, but the delay had precedent: 
in 1920 Nordisk released seven films made in 1918* five 
films made in J9I7, five films made in J9to. and one film 
made in 19151 This unusual procedure may be explained by 
the declining fortunes of the firm after 1917. 
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Blade af Stitmis Ron 
(Leaves from Satan's Rook). 1919. 


■ ricinE 


imat 


SLRIPT; Edgar I lover, Drever. Based on the novel Sc raws 
of Satan by Marie Corelli. PHOTOGRAPHY: George 
Schneevcigt. ART DIRECTION: Dreyer, Axel Bruun, lens 
G. Lind. PRODUCTION: Nordisk Films Kompagni. FIRST 
SHOWN; 17 November 1320 {Oslo, Victoria-Theatre), 


Satiipj 

ft^US 

fiitlttS 

fell f r 

artist 

carpenter 

favkhimtcr 

carpenter 

Diur GtiHiec 

Isabella 

Dint Frr rrrindcE 
trmpriii 

Count Manuel 
Marie Antoinette 
CuJJrrfi'SS of Chinnintrrf 


Hedge Nisson 
1 lalvard 1 luff 
Jacob Tex ten 1 
Frling ILinsson 
F Terrain risen 
Weigel 
Gy lube 
Wilhelm. Jensen 
Hal la nder Hellemen 
Ebon Strand in 
Johannes Mover 
Malle Malden 
Hugo Broun 
Tenna Kraft 
Emma Wiehe 


GnitTj'r" r 
Joseph 

Count (fr Chambord 

people's mwmr'ssflr 

M reborn ref 

Pitre Pttou 

FouifUKT'TmvUte 

Paavo 

Sir/ 

Rmitaniemi 
Naim i 

Corporal Math 


Jleanne Tracncourt 
Elith Pio 
Viggo Wiehe 
Hnni3 Helsengreen 
Sven Schnlander 
Viggo Lind Strom 
Vilhelm Peterson 
Carlo Wieth 
Clara Pontoppidan 
Carl Hillebrandt 
Karina Bell 
Christian Nielsen 


Long before The President 1 appeared, Greyer [ibid already 
begun work on a much larger film, Leaves twin Sflfflw's fliJflfe- 
The project was approved in the spring of 1918, even before 
Dreyer had filmed The President. In the fail, two scripts 
were written simultaneously. one bv Drover, the other by 
Edgar I lover- (Although the credits claim that the script 
was adapted from a Marie Corelli novel, there is no evi¬ 
dence of this in the film,} In December 1918 disputes arose 
between Drover and Managing Director St«ehr r whom 
Dreyer accused of trying to sabotage JViiicc Dreyer and 
Moyer agreed upon a script in early 1919. In March there 
followed the quarrels between Dreyer and Nordisk dis¬ 
cussed on pp. 15—16. Forced to adhere to Nordisk 1 s budget, 
Dreyer went ahead with the filming. Dreyer recalled that 
he shot the Finnish episode first and screened it tor the 
Nordisk administration. Olsen approved of what he saw 
and told Dreyer to go ahead with the film,* Leo res was fin¬ 
ished in 1919. 


ike Tiif President, LtWtfS was first released outside Den¬ 
mark, and Dreyer was aghast to learn that it had been cut 
and accelerated without his permission (see pp. lfi). At the 
Danish premiere (24 January 1921), Nordisk officials stated 
frankly that Lenines was an attempt to recover some of 
the firm's glory. The film was treated as primarily Edgar 
3 lover's work. A successful playwright, I loyer disparaged 
Dreyer for cutting his script, for lengthening the Christ 
episode, and for not making enough use of Tenna Kraft 
whom Hover had gone to pains to obtain for the role of 
Marie Antoinette." Rut in the program accompanying the 
premiere, Dreyer was acclaimed as the first director to 
compete with the Americans' and Swedes' refined deline¬ 
ation of character and image composition: 
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So far ip? in this catmint have not made any notable at¬ 
tempt to compote rrr this neic field, Hen use uv Stave net 
had the director tu/fesr Jial'wn? mode it fiossibie to steep 
hi tnself J>r the individual shot and make ft a complete story 
in itself. tVf ipcre' mass mg tire man who strings pearls, 
stringing shot after shot in the knowledge that even if the 
string should break a thousand details KWid remain as 
small masterpieces bp themselves. Carl Tin Dnyer is the 
first Danish director for uiftorn t/jc method is the natural 
rote. 1 n 

Leaves stirred up religious and political controversy. 
Some thurdi groups attacked the depiction of Christ as 
blasphemous. 11 A Socialist newspaper called Leaves ■"one 
big screa m against the hated Reds” and compared it un¬ 
favorably with intolerance: "The American capitalist him 
company can afford to be open-minded, while the Danish 
film, as often before, sets a record for spiritual narrow¬ 
minded ness and poisonous hatred for the workers" 2 

Pnhtaakan (the Par mis 117dm'; 

The Fourth , Marriage of Dame 
Margaret). 1920. 


SCRIPT; Dreyer, Based on a short story by Kristofer Janson. 
PHOTOGRAPHY: George Schneevoigt. PRODUCTION: 
Svensk Filmindustri, Stockholm F1R5T SHOWN: 4 
October 1920 (Stockholm, Rialto Theatre). Shown in the 
United States as The W itch WoruaH, 

Margarete Bsdersdotter Hildur Carlberg 

Stijrm Einar Rod 

Mari Greta Almnplh 

the aspiring pastors Olav Aukrust and Kurt Welin 

GriittW Mathilde Nielsen 

the gardener Emil Helsengree 

the beadle Lorentz Thyholf 

Nordisk ivas not prospering. In 1920 its mainstay direc¬ 
tor, Lam Lairntzen, left, Asa result. Nordisk released only 
eight films that year, Dreyer may well have believed he 
would hax’e better luck working for Svensk Filmindustri. 
In 1920 Svensk bought Nordisk 1 s Helterup studio and hired 
Christensen to make Hexeti there; the I inti also sent Dreyer 
to Sweden to shoot The R]f$erf r ? Widow that summer. Ac¬ 
cording to Dnever. Hildur Carlberg, the actress playing 
Dame Margaret., was mortally id during the filming and 
died soon afterward. 1 - 1 Neither Dreyer nor Christensen 
stayiM.! on with Svensk, most probably because the firm cut 
production sharply in 1921. Both directors went to Berlin, 
Christensen to Fommer's Deda-Bioskop and Dreyer to the 
small firm Primus film, 


Die Gezeiehneteii (Hit Stigmatized Out 
Lac e One Another). !9di. 


SCRIPT: Drever Based on the novel by Aagc Madelnng. 
PHOTOCRAPHYr Friedrich Weinman n. ART DIRECTOR: 
lens G. Lind. HISTORICAL ADVISERS: Viktor Aden, 
Prof. KroL PRODUCER : Otto Schmidt. PRODUCTION: 
Prim us film, Berlin. FIRST SHOWN: 7 February 1922 
(Copenhagen r I ’a lad steatret). 


Hanna- Liehe 
lakM< Segal 


Polina Jhckovvska 
Vlbidimir Gajdarov 


3WS BIOGRAPHICAL FILMOGRAPHY 


Der Mir Engfitig (Onre upon a 
Thud 1922. 


Aleksandcr "Sasebo " Sokolov Torlcif Reiss 

Fedjft Richard BoEeslawski 

the merchant Sudkaswerski D it wan 

Klimov, olias Ruhr itch, alias father Roman Johannes Meyer 
Hanna's mother Adele Renter- Licbberg 

Emmy Wy de. Friedrich Kuhne, Hugo Dublin 

For a time after he left Nordisk, Dreyer seems to have 
kept open the possibility that he might return. He corre¬ 
sponded with the producer Frost until at least 1^22.. and 
his permanent address remained a Copenhagen one. His 
next project, however, seems to mark, the break with Nor¬ 
disk. In the early 1920s, Berlin housed many Russian 
emigres—Kandinsky Horowitz, Pavlova, Fiatagorsky, 
Gabo. Lissitzky, Chagall, Shklovsky, Pasternak, Nabokov, 
Among these were many of Stanislavsky's troupe, the 
most famous member of which was Richard Boleslawskt. 
With these actors, some performers from Max Reinhardt's 
troupe, and some Scandinavian actors (Johannes Meyer, 
Thorleif Reiss), Drever filmed an adaptation of tin.- Dime 
Aage Made!ling's novel Loue Out 1 Another. Planned in early 
1921, the film was shot in the summer of the same year. As 
usual, Dreyer studied hundreds of prints and photographs 
to get ideas for sets, and much of tire decor came from the 
emigres' own belongings. The Stigmatized Ones was Lbe first 
of Dreyer's films to attract attention in France, called by 
Ricdotu Ciintido "one of those polyrhythmic frescos that 
the artisans of the screen must soon create," 14 


SCRIPT; Dreyer, Palle Rosenkrantz. Based on the play by 
Holger Drachmann. PHOTOGRAPHY: George Scbn£e- 
voight, ART DIRECTOR; Jens G. Lind. EDITORS; Dreyer, 
Edla Hansen. PRODHCTJOWr Sophus Madsen, Copen¬ 
hagen. FIRST SHOWN; 3 October 1922 (Copenhagen. 
Faladstreatret), 


the princess of Illyria 
the prince of Denmark 
the king of Illyria 
Knspar Roghnt 


Clara Pontuppidan 
Svend Me tilling 
Peter Jerndorff 
Hakon Ahnfeh-Ronne 


Karen Paulsen, Cerda Madsen, Valdemar 
Scbioler-Linck, Torben Meyer, Musse 
hcherl, Viggo Wiehe, Mohamed Archer, 
Henry Larsson, Lili Kristiansson, 


Y.un /’.immermann, Bodil Faber, Karen 
Thalbitzer, Emtlie Walbom, Lars Madsen, 
Wilhelmine Henriksen, Frederik Leth 


In 1922 Dreyer returned to Denmark to film Once upon a 
Time for the theatre owner Sophus Madsen. 7'he original 
operetta, still a Danish sentimental favorite, had been 
adapted by Nordisk as early as 1907 Since most of the ac¬ 
tors came from the theatre, Madsen rented a Hellerup 
studio and Dreyer shot the film during the performers' 
summer vacations. As inTOTCVS, D-reyer worked with Clara 
VVeith Fontoppidan, rule Lit" the most popular Danish stars. 
During the shooting, she called the director "Wonder¬ 
ful . . . . Dreyer is so certain in his style." 1 * To economise, 
Dreyer planned what he called a "Chinese Lhjv" system for 
shooting the sets: the most spacious set would be built, 
then within that a smaller one, then a smaller one within 
that, and so on to the smallest set standing at the center of 
the nested sets, Dreyer hoped to shoot in phases, working 
his way from the most intimate sets to the largest. Unfor¬ 
tunately. the actor Jemdorff's commitments changed the 
shooting schedule and the plan was abandoned. 16 

Offce iVgeir a T'iejv was lost until 1964, when ^ Nordisk 
employee found portions of it in a iilm vault, What remains 
are the first half, more or Ires intact, and unedited retakes 
from the final scene. 
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Michael. 192,4. 


designer dressed the sets tram, items discovered in Ber¬ 
lin shops. Dreyer claimed to have enjoyed working with 
Pommer (see pp, 17— 18), despite accounts of fights with 
Christensen. Because Freund ivas often occupied with 
planning Mumau's Der letze Mann, Dreyer relied Con¬ 
siderably upon the assistant cameraman Rudolf Mate, 
Letters indicate that Dreyer negotiated with N or disk to 
buy the rights to Stiphus Mich ad is' play RcwfuljcjEsbry/Jiip 
fi?nwfutjionflFj Wtdding) for him to film at Ufa, with Nora 
Gregor lo star. 1 * When Michael was finished, however, 
Pommer changed the film's ending without Drover's con¬ 
sent. The nature of the changes remains obscure, but 
Dreyer left Berlin after less them a year s stay 


RCiRiPT: Dreyer, Thea von Harbou. Based on the novel by 
Herman Bang. PHOTOGRAPHY: kart Freund (interiors), 
Rudolph Mate (some exteriors). ART DIRECTOR: Hugo 
Haring, MUSIC: Hans Joseph Viet hi. PRODUCER: Hricb 
I’ltmmcr. PRODUCTION; Decla-Bioskop fur Ufa, Berlin. 
FIRST SHOWN: 26 September 1924 (Berlin). Shown in the 
United States as Chained, 


Claude Y.arel 
Michael 

the Printers '/atm ikoff 
Stvitt 

Alice Adclsskjold 
Drrc iit: Mvtithieu 

Ij'bliiiu', the nri dealer 

Mtid v 


Be n j a mi n Christensen 
Walter Slezak 
Nora Gregor 
Robert Garrison 
Crete Mosheim 
Dider Aslan 
Kart Freund 
istinns, Alexander Murski 


Like Christensen before him, Dreyer went to Ufa to 
Work tor Erich Pommcr. PitamiT is said to have suggested 
Michael r and Dreyer claims not to have recalled that Stiller 
had already adapted Bang's novel in 1916. 17 Michael was 
shot in Ufa's Tempelhof studio, and Dreyer and tht* rmd 


Du Ska/ Are Din Hasten 
( Thou Shalt Honor Thy ll ife: 
I lie Master of the House). 1925. 


SCRIPT: Dreyer, Svend Rindom. Based on the play 
piPTJS FaJd by Svend Rindom. PHOTOGRAPHY: George 
Schnccvoigt, ART DIRECTOR: Dreyer, PRODUCTION: 
Palladium Film. F/RS7 SHOWN: 5 October [925 (Coperw 
ha gen. Palad stoat ret). 


Vector Frrlj-jjf.Sf'FJ 

Ida 

Kami 

Mads, the nanny 
the buys 
Ida's mother 
{he ttwsfifnccNnirrt 
Pec doctor 


Johannes Mever 
Astrid I luliri 
Katin Nellemose 
Mathilde Nielsen 
Aage Hoffman and Byrd Harvig 
Clara Schonfeld 
Petrine Sonne 
Johannes Nielsen 


By 1924 Nordisk was feeble and only Palladium Films 
offered a Danish director any opportunities. Palladium had 
built its success on Lau l.au ritzvn's popular comedies 
featuring jr Lnng and Short/' a Danish Laurel and 1 lardy. 
Thou Shalt Hotter Thy Wife, Ihun, was an isolated opportu¬ 
nity for Driver. A set of a two-room apartment was built in 
the studio—complete, Neergaard reports, with function¬ 
ing gas, water, and electricity. |,J ft was this him that se- 
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Glomdalshruden (The Bride 
of Glomdal). 1925. 


i glued, image 


Driver ca, 1924-1925, at the time of Master of the House. 

cured Dtevcr a reputation throughout Europe, especially 
in France. The film played at forty-one theatres in Paris 
alone, and a French film magazine named it one of the best 
films of the year.- 141 T/juJia dhalt Hnnnr Thu Wife is also the 
only Dreyer film to be remade, as Tyramiens Paid (1942), 
with Karin Nellemose (the daughter in Dreyer's version) 
playing the mother, and with Mathilde Nielsen again tak¬ 
ing the rale of Mads. 


SCRIPT: Drever, Based on two stories, G/errfrfffJsfrrudWi and 
E/fp ? <- Vbr$ri/bv Jacob Breda Bull. PHOTOGRAPHY: Hinar 
Olsen. ART DIRECTOR: Dreyer. PRODUCTION: Victoria- 
Film, Oslo. FIRST SHOWN: l January 1926 (Oslo, 
AdmimH-Fiilads and Carla Juhan-Teatreth 


Ok Glomgitfirden 
Bent, his dimghter 
Jacob Rraaien 
Tare, his .sit.ir 
Gjt'ftmmd Hmig&Tt 
the jwrstor 
the pastor's wife 
Kliri, R nit ten's wife 
Berger l faftgself 


Sfu b Wiberg 
Tove Tel I back 
Ha raid Stormoen 
Elnar Sissencr 
Flnar Tveito 
Rasmus Rasmussen 
Sofi Rcimers 
Alfhild Slormwn 
Oscar l .arsen 


Like Michael, The Bride of Glomdal harks hack to 
Stiller—in this case, his film Johan (192V). Dreyer shot the 
film in Norway, but the project was oo-.financed by SvensL 
Filmindustrl. Dreyer lold Neergard that he had to work 
much faster than usual ihe actors were on summer vaca- 
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tk>n from theatre work ,md there was no time to write a 
detailed script, so he directed tmcri an outline and the ac¬ 
tors improvised day by day, 13 


La Passion de Jeanne d'An. 1927. 


SCRIPT: Dreyer, Joseph Del Ml. Based or the original ref¬ 
olds of the trial. PHOTOGRAPHY: Rudolph Mate. ART 
DIRECTOR: Hermann Warm, Jean Hugo, COSTUMES: 
Valentine 3 lugo, MUSIC: Viktor A Six, Leo Fouget. fHSTQR- 
fCAL ADVISER: Pierre Champion. PRODUCTION: Society 
Generate de Films, Paris. FIRST SHOWN: 21 April 1928 
(C< jpenhagen, 1’alodsteatret). 


Jeanne d'Arc 
Pierre Conchai 
Nicholas Lopselenr 
Jeon Lmiatire 
Mnssien 
Jean Beau pc re 
Jeon d'Eslhxt 
GuiUoume Evmmi 


Renee Falconetti 
HugOne Silva in 
M n li rid* Selim is 
Michel Simon 
Antonin Artaud 
Ravet 
Andre Her ley 
Jean d'Yd 


other judges Andre Lurville, Jacques Arna, Alexandre 
MLhalesco, R. Narlay, Henri tvlaillard, 
Jean Ay me, Leon La rive, Henri Gautier, 
and Paul Jorge 


"With the exception of the Societe GdnCralc lIl’ Films/' 
wrote Paul Rotha in 1930, "tirere exists no producing com¬ 
pany Ln France which recognizes the artist-mind of the 
French director/' 12 It was this firm which, in the spring of 
1926, signed Dreyer to a contract. By October, Jeanne d'Arc 
was settled as the subject of his first him for the Sod£t#. 
Joseph Delfeil had already published a life of Jeanne in 
1925, and he wrote a continuity 7 for the film between De¬ 
cember 1926 and January 1927- although Dreyer rejected it, 
Delteil went on lo publish Iris work as La Passion de Jeanne 
A Are (1927). Dreyer turned instead to Pierre Champion's 
1921 edition of the trial text, and Champion became thy bis- 
tori cal Consultant for the film , 23 

The circumstances of the film's production are quite 
well known, (See, for a detailed account, my Fihngusde tv "Ls 
Piiss ion de Jeanne d'Arc,") Hermann Warm and Jean Hugo 
spent four months designing the sets. Warm chimed the 
inspiration of medieval miniatures: ’'In a Parisian library 7 [ 
found the story 7 of Jeanne d'Arc illustrated by a miniature- 
painter from the Middle A?;es The simple reproduction of 
the buildings, landscapes and the people, the naive lines 
and thy incorrect perspective provided ideas for the film's 
Slits." JJ The sets also reflect the style of Jean 1 logo's stage 
designs of the 1920s, which were done in a pci mures itius - 
iraienrs mode based on bare backgrounds, arabesque Lines, 
and simple costumes. 

The film's interiors were shot in Billancourt. in an 
empty Renault assembly shop which Dreyer rented. Sets 
for rooms were built with walls that could slide away on 
overhead tracks. Exterior shooting took place in a southern 
suburb of Paris, near retit Clamant. The set of Rouen castle 
was a huge construction of walls, towers, houses, draw¬ 
bridge, and church. The buildings functioned as changing 
rooms, toilets, and storage space. Because filming lasted 
over eight months, the exterior sots wen- made of Cement 
rather than plaster. To make the walls appear white on 
panchromatic film stock, the interior sets were tinted yel¬ 
low, the exteriors pink. Actors appeared without make-up, 
and panchromatic him registered their facial details with 
remarkable clarity. Demanding so many low-angle camera 
positions earned Dreyer the nickname, "Carl Grnyere, 
I homme qui fait des trous/'- 1- 
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A sel design In/ femi Hugo. 



4 tfesigM fri; Hermann LVirmj . 
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Dreyer directing Jeanne ct'Anc. 

Most Ilf thf film's players w-ere experienced stage ac¬ 
tors.. but Dreyer also Cast major parts on facial tgualities 
alone {c.g., Warwick, who was played by a Russian cafc- 
keeper). Dreyer demanded the must of Faleonetti; at tile 
time, Warm recalls, people joked that Jeanne was- mur¬ 
dered twice, the second time by a Dane, a German, and a 
Hungarian (Mate). 26 Drover is said to have retied upon 


showing Falconetti the rushes of the previous day's ivotk 
to help her develop her performance- What struck, contem- 
p or ary observers was, first of all, the tactic of shooting in 
chronological order. and secondly the tension that roll'd the 
set. We often forget how noisy most silent-tilm production 
ivaSr with mood music, camera hum, and the director's 
commands barked through a megaphone. Contemporary 
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observers were impressed by the stillness on Dreyer's set: 
Dreyer's method for making the actor perform is entirely 
personal and singularly tiring. Once tire director has cho¬ 
sen the actor {already evidence Unit in his opinion the 
actor is yoiirt) he no longer tells the actor what he wants 
from him and he leaves him all alow, in absolute silence, 
sumunftftl f 12/ those Cruel lights which $&tm to probe to 


Exterior set {torn Jeanne d'Arc. 

his very I wart, And swu, during this CiinUmplutim, the 
nervous tension and the sharpened sensitivity produce the 
miracle: the actor has seized the personality of the Charac¬ 
ter. ire incarnates it. , , , IT 

Thv film had an unusually long shooting schedule. Fal- 
eonetti was announced tor tlic starring role in March of 
1927. Filming began in May and by mid-July the crew had 
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reached the torture-chamber scenes. The Rouen scenes 
were shot between late August and November. By the end 
of 1937, at a cost claimed to be nine million Cranes,, filming 
was completed. 2lt Ironically, while Dreyer was fitming 
La Ttosstiwi l/i 1 Jeanne ti'Arc, Marco de Gastyne was making 
Let MtwvaillfHSt' vie ric Jeamw d'Atx r a work emphasising 
Jeanne's military exploits. The two productions led to con¬ 
siderable speculation as to how long film companies could 
milk the Jeanne story, as the accompanying cartoon from Lit 
Critique cinemarapi r iq u e indicates. 


The Copenhagen premiere assembled an upper-class 
audience in the Faladsieatret, the country's most luxurious 
theatre. After the screening hud finished, Faiconetti arose 
and asked the audience til give thanks to Dreyer, hot out 
of shyness he would not come forward. 2 ' 3 Later, the 
Paladsteatret manager was challenged by A. C. Meyer, a 
prominent Danish socialist, to open the theatre to the city's 
workers tor their response. On 26 April, this way done, 
and reportedly over two thousand workers saw the film 
and were asked to write their opinions on card h. Wrote 
one: "There tire women today who are as tortured morally 
by Society as was Jeanne eTArr."™ 

The Paris premiere of the film had more difficulties. 
There was a closed press screening on 26 June, but the film 
did not open immediately. 13 Contemporary accounts blame 
the pressures of the archbishop of Paris, :i - The film finally 
premiered on 2h October 1928 at the newly renovated Salle 


Marivaux and played almost a month there. A fuller ver¬ 
sion was released in June 1929, causing Artaud to remark: 
"I <nn only glad that the screening of the complete version 
has changed the general opinion of thiy overwhelming 
ftlm. jr -" 

To trace the fortunes-, of JtMrtrtC jFAfK . 1 after filming would 
require an archaeological expedition - The film survives in 
several different versions, and no one contains all the foot¬ 
age of the others. What Jed to this curious stale of affairs? 
During his lifetime, Dreyer offered two explanations. 


1, After Dreyer shot the film, the producers refused to let 
him cut it. Flic editing was done without his consent, 
and he saw the film tor the first time at its Copenhagen 
premiere. In this account, leant ic d r Arc becomes another 
Gnnf, This explanation loses plausibility in the Light of 
other claims by Dreyer that he edited the film and con¬ 
vinced the producers not to recut it. u 

2. Dreyer cut the original negative, which was sent to Ufa 
for German distribution in [928 or 1929. This negative 
was incinerated in a laboratory tire. In Paris, Dreyer 
patched together a new feartne d 'Arc from out-takes, it is 
tills version which has survived, 71 * This explanation is 
plausible, but does not account for the discrepancies be- 
tween versions. 

A third explanation has been advanced by Lo Duca: A fire 

in Fpinay in 1935 burned the print att b\j the Parisian censors. 

An original negative still survived., and it was this which 
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was rediscovered in 1952. This became the sonori;td ver¬ 
sion currently in distribution. 36 Yet even this print titles not 
contain ail the shuts to be found in other version*. 

As far as I can determine, the matter remains unsettled. 
AH we can say is that, probably from the early 1930s, sev¬ 
eral versions of the film existed in positive prims, and 
doubtless many inter negatives wen? drawn from them. 
How much might we be missing? Contemporary accounts 
of the Danish premiere describe the film as 2,-100 meters 
long and lasting between ninety minutes and two hours. 
Years later Dreyer claimed that the film was originally 7,2(10 
feet long fi.e., about 2,200 meters). The print conserved :n 
the Cinematheque Hrangaisc (and distributed in the United 
States by the Museum of Modern Art) is about 2,200 me¬ 
ter* long and at silent Speed runs about 120 minutes. Arne 
Krogh of the Danish Film Museum continues to collate dll 
available footage into a single version. 

Dreyer was contracted to make another film for the 
Sociele General?, and it was announced that Falconetti 
would Again star.* According to Ebbe Ncergaard, the firm 
broke its Contract with Dreyer. There is evidence that faced 
with the coming of sound and the failure of Gance's 
lean, the Sociele had to cut back production. There is also 
evidence that Dreyer continued to have business dealings 
with the firm later in the 1930*. 


I'an/fiyr ( the Dream of 
Allan Gray). 1932. 

SCRIPT Dreyer, Christen JuL Based on the book hr a Glass 
Darkly by Sheridan Le Fa no, PHOTOGRAPHY: Rudolph 
Mate. Louis Nee. ART DIRECTORS; Hermann Warm, 
Hans Bitlnunn, Cejarc Silvagni.jVtf.fS7C; Wolfgang Zeller. 
PRODUCERS: Dreyer. Nicolas dr Gurl/.burg. PRODLfC- 
TIQN: Carl Th. Driver Film Prod ykti tm, Berlin-Paris. 
SOUND: Cesare Si Ivan i. SYNCHRONIZATION: Paul Fal- 
kenberg, Wolfgang Zeller. ASSISTANTS TO THE DIREC¬ 
TOR: Ralph Holm, El Lane Taya ra,, Preben Birch. FIRST 
SHOWN: 6 May 1932 (Berlin, Ufa-Theater Kurfiirsten- 
d am m). 


DiTofif Gray Julian West, i.e., 

Owpiu, the vmrrjw 

the rfixh'i- 

Bernard, the djnnT of the castle 
Livne 

cm- 

Joseph, the mihifierttnff 
the lumwkeefer¬ 
tile nurse 


Nicolas de Gun/burg 
Hen tie he Gerard 
Jan Hicjonimkn 
Maurice Schulz 
Sybil le Schmitt 
Rena Mandel 
Albert Bras 
N. Bilbao ini 
Jane Mora 


Dreyer could not have returned to work in Denmark; 
Nnrdisk and Palladium had halted production, in the fall 
of 1931, Dreyer won hi* case against the Sociele Gene rale 
and the young Banin Nienlas do Gun/.burg (a friend of the 
Hugos) had offered to support ,i film. In Pan^, Drever and 
Ciirislen Jul composed a script purportedly in reaction 
against Browning's Dmaito: ‘T could damn urell make one 
of those tooThe source was Le Fanu's hr a Glass Darkly, 
but the adaptation is very free A few motifs can be traced 
back to the stories: "The Room in the Dragon Volant" is 
about a young man whn stay* at an inn, dreams of burial, 
and is put into a coffin alive; ■"Carmilla'' is about a vampire 
woman victimizing a young girl in a chateau. 

Dreyer sent his assistant Ralph Holm to recruit a east, 
and after looking under Seine bridges and in the Salvation 
Army Holm returned with a Polish journalist to play the 
doctor and an actress's mother to play Marguerite Cho¬ 
pin. 3 * Under the pseudonym of Julian West, Baron de 
Cunzburg. himself played David Gray. The only profes¬ 
sional actor in the cast was SybilW Schmitz, who. although 
only twenty-two, had already played in Metzner's Llberftttt 
and Pabst's Diary of si Lost Girl. The film was shot in fits and 
Starts over a year, on location in Courtempiernee Dreyer 
often claimed that on the first day of filming, a light shone 
askew into the camera, fogging the image, 441 Dreyer liked 
the effect and insisted that it be repeated for several other 
shots. 

The film was shot with exaggerated lip movements and 
taken to Berlin for postsynchronization. The eerie score 
was composed by Wolfgang Zeller, who had scored 
Reininger's Prince Achmed (1926) and Ruttmann’s AMttfre 
,dcr Wet! (1929). The Berlin premiere was turmoil,, with boos 
mixed with applause; according to Neergaard, thy 
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jhted it 


Gref cJJi'iJ crmt i of VampyT. 

cameraman Karl Hoffrna n and thy actor Willy Fritsch 
shouted at thy hecklers, "Paid w h is tiers! ,FJI 

Our knowledge of DreyePi; nest major project comes 
from newspaper accounts and the memoirs of one partici¬ 


pant, Ernesto Quad rone. As Quadrone tells it, in E9.16 he 
and Dreycr prepared Mttdunduj a film to be shot in 
Somalia. Backed by the Turin newspaper La Stamps and an 
emigre Russian producer in Paris, the collaborators worked 
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on a strip! ip Turin then left for Africa. Over a period 
oi months, they shot several thousand meters of footage, 
but Dreyer returned to France without completing the film. 
Here the accounts diverge. According to Quadrone, the 
producer ran. off with the money and Dreyer fell prostrate 
with malaria and sunstroke. According to Dreyer, the 
studio conditions were unacceptable, he could not agree 
with the producers, and he was forced to accept an actress 
he didn't want. J1 Mttdurtdu was eventually completed hv 
Quadrone alone. 

Dreyer returned hi Denmark, and hi journ.ai.isrn, writing 
newspaper pieces under the revived pseudonym 'To ru¬ 
men/' Many of Ins film reviews of this period have been 
collected n the volume Om Pitmen, available in English as 
Dnyer in Double ReflntiOH- Mot until after the Nazis invaded 
Denmark was Dreyer able to make another film. To show 
that he had not forgotten his craft, he directed a govern¬ 
ment: documentary short. 


Vredem Dag (Day of Hhith). 1944. 


y ric 


Medrehjfflpeu (Goad Mothers). 
1942. 


SCRfPT Dreyer. PHOTOGRAPHV; Vqmer Jensen, Foul 
Gram. MUSIC: Foul Sehierbeck. NARRATOR: Efcbe Neer- 
ga,ird. PRODUCTION: Mogens Skol-Hanficn for Nordisk 
Films Kompagni, Dansk Kulturfilm, and Ministeriernes 
hilmudvalg. English version in 1947 in "Social Denmark" 
series. The film depicts how the Danish social service for 
expectant mothers help 1 ' an unmarried mother take care of 
her baby before and after it is born. 

Dreyer had hoped for foreign offers, but the Occupa¬ 
tion blockaded foreign imports and so gave the Danish film 
industry a greater share of the market. He had been con¬ 
sidering adapting Hans Weirs.-Jensen's play Arme Federsdot- 
ter tor a decade, and from his dippings, notes, and bnoks 
he and two others prepared a script, which was submitted 
to Nordisk in early 1942- When Nordisk hesitated, Tagc 
Nielsen of Palladium, offered to support the film. Dreyer 
said; J, 1 always counted on commg back."’ 41 


SCRfPT; Dreyer, Mo,gens Sfeot-Hansen, Foul Knudsen. 
Based on the plav Armr Pedersdottcr by llans Wiers- 
Jcnssen. PHOTOGRAPHY; Karl Anders son. APT DIRPC- 
T OR-. Erik Aaes. MUSIC: Poul Schierbeck, COSTUMES', Lis 
Fribcrt, K. flandl-jcnscn, Olga Thomson. EDITORS: Edith 
Selllussel, Anne Marie Petersen. HISTORICAL ADVISER; 
Kaj Uldall. PRODUCTION! Palladium Film. FIRST 
SHOWN: 13November 1943 (Copenhagen, World Cinema). 


AJVtiTvj PtrdiT^HJPf 

A rrj te Fi'iierstlotter 

Merete, Absaltut's mother 

Martin 

Heriofs Marie 

the bishop 

Dm ratlin* 

Kapellmeister 


TEuirkild ROUSO 
Lisbeth Movin 
Sigrid Neilendam 
Freben Lend n rtf Rye 
Anna Svierkirr 
Albert Hobvrg 
Ota f Ussing 
Sigurd Berg 
Ha raid Holst 


Costing the equivalent of almost sixty thousand dollars. 
Dm/ of Wrath was called the most expensive Danish film to 
date, Dreyer had hoped to shoot the film in chronological 
order, but Thorkild Rouse's stage schedule fore bade if. 
Nevertheless, Dreyer moved to Heller up to live near the 
studio, and he began working day and night , A4 The princi- 
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pa] players represented two generations of the Danish 
ih eatre world: Roose had been an actor and director tor 
forty years and Neiiendam had begun her career in 'ISSfk 
whemas Lord or ft-Rye and Movin were relative newcomer^ 
and had made films only since 1941. All four were estab¬ 
lished players at the Danish Royal Theatre. 

Drever saw in Dm/ *>/ W r m//j "possibilities for great 
monumental visual effects—four or five figures as sharply- 
defined as medieval wood sculptures/' He sought a slow 
pace which he called "deceptive tempo ... a calmness 
in the scenes which is a natural one for the talking film, 
so that the impressions can find a Little rest and fasten 
themselves in the spectator."'* 1 ’ 1 The tempo indeed deceived 


Dreyer error 1945. 


Danish reviewers, who disparaged Daif of Wrath. More 
prophetic was Ea/in: "Like its cun temporary hum the Terri¬ 
ble, this is a him which is not of the moment, a masterpiece 
at once anachronistic and ageless." 4,1 


Tea Manniskor (Two People). 1944. 

$CfitS y f: Urey or, Marti]! Glanner. Based on the play Affar- 
ial by VV. O. Somim PHOTOGRAPHY: Gunnar Fischer. 
ART DtRECTOR: Mils Svenvvalh M LlSiC: Lars-Erik 
Larsson, EDfTQRS: Drever, E'd vin Hammarberg. PRO - 
DLTCER.' Hugo Bolander. PRODUCTION: Svensk Film- 
industri, Stockholm. HR5T SHOWN'. 23 March 1945 
{Stockholm, Koda Kvam). PLAYERS: Georg Rydeberg (Dr. 
Ame Lundetl), Wanda Rothgardt (Marian nek Gabriel Ah','. 

During a visit In Copenhagen, the Swedish producer 
C- A. Dymling invited Drrvi’r to Stockholm to make a film. 
Since Dreyer had an idea for a film with only two charac¬ 
ters, Dymling bought Sum ire's play Attentat for tho project. 
Once completed, the film received a pour response- TVe 
Pcopk' plaved less than a week in Sweden, and not until 
1947 did it appear in Denmark, where it was shown but 
once. The film is indeed an embarrassment, but why? Tho 
producers blamed Dreyer's handling: "The film was a fail¬ 
ure, a great misunderstanding economically and artisti¬ 
cally. We shelved it tasl. Rad enough that we lust money 
shooting it; we weren't going to lose more money by show¬ 
ing it."' 17 Dreyer claimed that he wanted two other actors 
and that Dymling forced these two upon him, 48 

Nonetheless, as I suggested in chapter nine, the film 
does open a path to Onld in its use of camera movement. 
After the opening montage sequence, the first scene might 
have been shot by Hitchcock: 
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SHOTQNfcf: 

A face appears, reflected on a 
door's nameplate. The camera 

pat JS - h .:t a L'/fSi'fr.t' of it hand 

turning o key, 


and truck* hick and around (i.i 
/bJJflEp MtfrrajiFEP Limdell info her 
apartment. 


SHOT TWO: 

Another jhttfappmtrS j?r reflection 
cur the nameplate, fluff orwl/n-f 
hand turns a key- 


the oammi trucks to folhnvAme 
Laadfi! into the aftartrnant. 


and Marisnuic rushes it; hi 
fHjij?iraoe [jj.'rr. 


Unfortunately, the rest of the film is nothing like as 
dense as the doubly subjective opening; only the ending 
(discussed on p, 357) uses camera mobility in as stringent a 
fashion. Thv JAvJ/Je stands as evidence that, in cinema as in 
literature r "Failure can sometimes be as important a fac¬ 
tor ... as success. Abortive or premature thrusts in the 
J right f direction, while unimpressive in themselves, often 
foreshadow nr pave the way tor resounding triumphs." 4 ' h 

The years between Thm People and Orrfvf saw the incep¬ 
tion of two unfilmed projects, the completion of several 
short documentaries, and the beginning () f Dreyer's job as 
a theatre manager. 

After the war, Dreyer and his son Erik composed a 
script about Mary Queen of Scots. In 194b Dreyer discussed 
the project wil.l l Film Traders, Ltd. of Britain, but nothing 
eame of it, Tire script, written in English, still survives. In 
April 19-IH Dreyer came to America for the premiere of fJny 
l rf Wrath and began to seek Support fur a film on the life of 
Jesus, fie was encouraged by theatre producer Blevins 
Davis, and un Davis's Missouri farm wrote the first draft of 
the script, "The Story' of the Jew Jesus," Over the next two 
decades, the CSirist film was to become an overriding goal; 
documentary work, OrdeS f and Gertrud were seen as prep¬ 
arations for/esrrs, proofs that Dreyer could still direct, sn 


Unfinished projects meant that Dreyer had still to make 
a living. During the war, documentary film production had 
grown in Denmark, and after the war Dreyer was able to 
keep busy by working on government-sponsored shorts, 
In the list which follows, asterisked items were not di¬ 
rected bv Drever, 
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Vandet Ta Landet (Hater from 
the Land). 1946. 

SCRIPT; Qreyer, PHOTOGRAPHY; Preben Frank. MU$fC; 
Pnul Sehterbeek. NARRATORS: Henrik Malberg, Asbjarn 
Andersen. PRODUCTION; Palladium Filin for Minis- 
feriemes Filmudvalg. 

A study of farmers' pollution of groundwater the film was 
never shown to the public, 


7 > Gande ( The Seventh Age). J94/. 

DIRECTOR: Torben Anton S vend sen,. SCRIPT: Drever, 
PHOTOGRAPHY: Karl Andcrsson. MUSIC: Emil Reesen. 
NARRATORS: Susan ne Patsbo, Ralph El ton, Aksel 
Dibletup. PRODUCTION: r s oUa ctium Film for Minis- 
teriemes Fitmudvalg. 


Landsbykirken ( The Danish 
l Hinge Church). 1947. 


SCRIPT: Drever. Bernhard Jensen. PHOTOGRAPHY: 
Preben Frank. MUSIC: Svend Erik Tarp. COMMEN¬ 
TARY; Drever, lb Koch-Olsen. NARRATOR; lb Kuch- 
Olsen. HISTORICAL ADVISERS: Victor Herman sen, H. 
Lonborg-Jensen. PRODUCTION: Preben Frank Film for 
Dansk Kulturfilm. 

The church's functions in the life of a comm unity. Cere¬ 
monies mark birth, worship, marriage, and death. 


Kampen . Mod Kmeften 
( The Struggle Against Cancer) 1947. 

SCRIPT: Drever, Carl Krebs. PHOTOGRAPHY: Preben 
Frank. MLfS/C; Peter Deutach, NARRATOR: Albert Luther, 
PRODUCTION: Preben Frank Film for Dansk Kutturfilm. 
Scientific reportage. 


DeNade Target! 

fi hey Caught the Ferry) 1948. 

SCRIPT: Drever, Based on a short story by Johannes V. Jen¬ 
sen. PHOTOGRAPHY: Jorgen Roos, PRODUCTION: Dansk 
Kulturfilm for Ministeriernes FHmudvalg. 

A cliche lesson about driver safety, but in a supernatural 
ambiance. There is no dialogue and the music is sparse, 
consisting mainly of ominous tympani. A ferry comes into 
port bind a couple on a motorcycle race off in an attempt to 
catch another terry- Houses flashing by, tires whizzing 
along the road, and a mounting speedometer are swiftly 
intercut. {There are more shots in this twelve-minute short 
than in all of Gttrtnul.) Finally the motorcyclists try to pass 
an old car zigzagging into their path; as it swerve-s them off 
Lhe mad, they glimpse the face of its driver: Death. A bell 
rings. The ferry prepares to leave. The camera pans to a 
drifting bnrgr wreathed in smoke; in at rest two coffins, 
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Thorvaldsen. 1949. 

SCRIPT: Drevef, Preben Frank. PHOTOGRAPHY: Prtbi-n 
Frank. MUSIC: Svend Erjk Tarp. NARRATOR: lb Knch- 
Olsen, TECHNICAL, ^£JWSOR: Sigurd Schultz. PKODUC- 
T/OjV: Preben Frank Film for Dansk Kulturfilm. 

A study of the Danish sculptor’s work. 

'Radhens ha radon / 

( The Childhood of Radiol 1949. 

DIHhCTION AMD SCRIPT: Olttj Schrav. PHOTOGRAPHY: 
Carlo fiendtsen. EDITING; Driver. MUSIC; E. Binderup 
(piano). PROD L/C T/ON: Nordisk Films for Dansk Kul- 
turfilm and Tidouk. 

Sforstmnshroen 
( The Bridge of Slot's ft mi) 1950. 

SCRIPT: Dreyer. PHOTOGRAPHY: Preben Frank. MUSIC: 
Svend S, Schultz, PRODUCTION: Pre-ben Frank Film for 
Dansk Kuhiirfilm. 

A conventional "bridge him;'' 

'Shakespeare Og Kronhorg 
(Shakespeare and Kronhorg). 1950. 

DIRECTOR Jargon linos. SCRIPT: Drcver. PHOTOGRA¬ 
PHY: Arno Jensen- MUSIC: T.eif Kayser. COMMENTARY: 
Kaj Friis Mollpr, Jurgen iiuos. NARRATOR: Karl Rous-. DI¬ 
RECTOR OF STAGE SCENES: Erling Schrocder. ACTORS: 
Erik Work, Olaf Ussing, Annemette Svend sen, Jakob 

Nielsen, lb FurSt, Fgu BrOnnum-JeCubSert, Ebba With. 
PRODUCTION: Teknisk Films for Dansk KulturfElm. 


'Romm Og Nexos Genophygning 
( The Rebuilding of Rome and Nexos) 
1954. 

DIRECTOR: Poul Bang. SCRIPT: Drover. TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANTS: Willy Hansen. Johannes Vacth. PHOTOG- 
R A PHY: Anrudise Keen berg, MUSIC: fru-m records. 
NARRATOR: Poul Jorgensen. PRODUCTION: Saga Studio 
and Nordisk Films Kompagni for Dansk Kulturfilm. 


Et Slot I Et Slot 
(Castle within a Castle) 1954. 

SCRIPT: Drewr. PHOTOGRAPHY: Jurgen Ruos. MUSIC: 
from records, NARRATOR; Sven Ludvigsen. HISTORICAL 
ADVISER: Otto Mom. PRODUCTION: Teknisk Film for 
Dansk Kullurfiltn. 

The restoration of K run berg Castle. 


Noget om Norden (Something 
Happened in the North). 1956. 

DIRECTION AND SCRIPT: Bent Barfud. based on an idea 
by Dreyer. ANIMATION: Borge Hamberg. PHOTOG¬ 
RAPHY: Dirt he Barfod, A, Clausen, Borge Hamberg. 
EDITING: Bent Barfod and Jergen Rous, A4US/C; Hans 
S<’hn?iber. COMMENTARY: Kirsten Bundgaard. NAR¬ 
RATOR; Hannah Bjafflhuf- PRODUCTION : Rent Barfod for 
M in isteriLMTies Fil mud valg. 
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Ai this tiiiir. the government customarily awarded the 
tnimagershiji <it Certain lilrti theatre* U> distinguished 
Diint's; this was a form of pension, in February 1952,. 
Drevet was awarded the managership of the Dogmar, one 
of the finest and oldest theatres in Copenhagen, He won 
the post nwr exceptional competition: Urban Cad's widow 
Eisthor, the grt'at tenor Aksel Sc hint;:, Mo go ns NknL 
Hansen (for wham Dreyer had produced Good Molfurrs), 
and Johannes Meyer., the actor who had played in fakirs 
from SirfiJJi's Beck, The Stigmatized Ones* and Then Shall 
Jhwr Thy Wife. Dneyer took the job very seriously. The 
Dagmar's repertoire relied upon the art cinema ‘■■“The River. 
Rashomm. Las OL'fifjidns —but did not exclude American 
films like The Bmw Bui!*, "Jiiiwrcji Road r and even some pro¬ 
gram pictures. (1 low curious to iiTUgJrio Drcver earnestly 
previewing The /Warmer Crfy. 1 Managership of the Dagmar, 
which Dreyer held until just before iris death., did keep his 
viewing up-to-date; Crrfrjjd was made be a man aware of 
contemporary developments in international filmmaking. 


Ordet ('The fiord). 1954. 

SCRIPT: Driver. Based mi the plav by Kaj Munk. PHO¬ 
TOGRAPHY: Henning Efendtsen. ART DIRECTOR: Erlrik 
Aaes. MUSIC: Foul SchierbeCk. EDITOR: Edith SchLdssel. 
PRODUCER; Erik Nielsen. PKODUCTTON; Palladium 
Film. FIRST SHOWN; 10 January 8955 {Copenhagen, Dag- 
mar Bio). 


Morten Bergen 

Mikkel 

johatmes 

Anders 

Freer 

Peter Petersen 
Anne, his daughter 
the pastor 
the doctor 
Maren 
tiitk luger 
Peter 's wife 
Karen 

Mette Mmrrr 


Henrik Malberg 
Emil Hass Christensen 
P re ben Lerdcrll-Rye 
Cay Kristiansen 
BirgUte Federspiel 
Ejner Federspiel 
Cerda Nielsen 
Dve Rud 
Henry Sk;.ae 
Anne Elisabeth 
Susanno 
Sylvia Eckhausen 
Hanne Aagesen 
Edith Trane 


Dreyer saw Kaj Monk's play The tVW at its Copenha¬ 
gen premiere in. 1932. Twenty years later, Dansk Kulturfilm 
suggested to Tinge Nielson, head of Palladium, that Dreyer 
film the play, Find the government subsidised Drovefs 
preparation of the script. He compressed Monk's original,, 
trimming dialogue and excising a love affair as the cause of 
Johannes's madness.* 3 Although the existence of Mollan- 
der's earlier version meant that Palladium had to wait two 
years, production went quickly: two months in the studio 
and two months at Vcdcrso on the West Jutland heaths. In 
the cast were the tfl-year-old Henrik Malmberg, for whom 
Munk had written the role of Morten Bergen, and Blrgitte 
Federspiel, who was pregnant when she played Inger. 
When Federspiel was taken to the hospital to give birth, 
she asked Dreyer to tape-record her groans, and he used 
them in the finished soundtrack, While she was in the hos¬ 
pital, Dreyer and Bendtsen planned and staged the res- 
urre Hi on scene, the* last sequence shot- Dreyer filmed two 
versions of this last scene, one rendering tin* miracle as 
completely genuine, the other version following Munk J s 
play in leaving some doubt as to the cause of the resurrec¬ 
tion. Dreyer chose to use the former in the final film. 52 

The unusual length of the shots determined a produc¬ 
tion routine which Dreyer was also to follow in Gertrud, 
Usually, each day would be devoted to one shot. In the 
morning, the actors rehearsed, from a script, while Dreyer 
blocked out the action, plotted camera movements and 
ships, and noted positions. After lunch, the lighting wuuld 
be determined and the actors would rehearse the shot with 
the camera moving. At about five o'clock, the scene would 
be filmed, with one or two retake*. Henning Bcndtsen de¬ 
scribed the shooting: 

The srripj was much it re re simplified than Jjsrruf. Tfre 
camera angles, for instance, ivere not decided fee- 
forehand. . . . FiV worked then: out ns the shooting pro¬ 
gressed. Dreyer's basic rule Tens fit arrange fvopk for the 
sake of photography and lighting rather than acting. 
Normally you itvrk with a much simpler lighting plot ;n 
which the actors are mf tied ton specific area because they 
must have the opportunity to act freely. Iff Ordet, (#rt*ri* 
pusifibrrs were so carefully planned that they had to count 
their steps at tl re same time as they mid their hues. A 
stogie step too much to one side or the other mmld mean 
that ive tcotflrf Miiss a certain predetermined right effect 
ri.Hjj the score would have to he restart. . . . The actors 
accepted it without onmp/dfnf. Each jjjiage i,s composed 
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Dnyer directing Ordet. 

like a fwrntinv m which the background and the lighting 
are carefully prepared, /l? iirr example, i "tiyjit mention 
lire praper-meeting at ftier the tailor's with tiventy people 
sitting around. Normally cl'l’ uwuid have used hnr;p 
/ar throwing light wr ail of them. Here we used twenty 
tamp* >ii t!\at each face in fact became an j'j riV^'^u jJlTi 1 jw- 
i 1 Tii i / study. . , , Another of the lighting effects of the him 
created utmost insoluble probfems. While foltannes in in 
Sitne r he j'i tnuJJfeff]# around in darkness alt the time, 
whereat till the other diameters have light on their faces. 


it created great difficulties when the characters moved 
(].mjjjTd among each other, and the electricians hud om- 
stantbf to tarn lamps eu andotf without this Hing indited 
on the screen. * s 

Dreyer deliberately aimed at the long-hike style: "i b*.*- 
lieve that long takes represent the film of the future- You 
must be able to make a film in six, seven, eight shuts 
. . . . Short scenes, uuick cuts in inv \ Lew mark the silent 
film, hut the smooth medium shot—with continual camera 
movement—belongs to the sound him. ] used thin 
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technique first in Day of Wrath, nod I've later realized that 
the Americans use it very much—Hitchcock did it fre¬ 
quently in Rope."*" 1 According to Neergaard, the takes in 
Qrtk't couldn't be even longer because Mai in berg couldn't 
remember his- lines long enough. 

Ordct was a success with both Danish reviewers and 
audiences, and it won the Golden Lion Award at the 1953 
Venice Film Festival. 


Gertrud. 1964, 

SCRIPT: Dreyer. Based on the plav bv Hjalmar Sdderberg. 
PHOTOGRAPHY: I terming Bend then. ART DIRECTOR: 
Kai Rasch. jVILTSfC; lorgen Jersild. 5G.\ r C5: Grethe Risbjerg 
Thomsen. EDITOR: Edith Schliisael. PRODUCTION; Pal¬ 
ladium Film. FIRST SHOWN: 19 December 1%4 (Paris, Le 
Studio Mcdicis). 


Gcrtnjd 


Nina Pons Rode 
Bcndt Rothe 


Gabriel Liriman 
E rfami Imsson 
Aie/ Nygren 
the Kamungs maid 
Kami frig's mother 
the rector Moguificus 


F.bbe Rente 
Baard Owe 
A cel Strobye 
Vera Gebu.hr 
Anna Malbeig 
Eduard Mielche 


Karl Gustav Ahtefeldt, Valso Holm, Lars 
Knutzem, William Knoblauch 


Dreyer claimed that in iy40 he considered filming 
two works by i Ijalmar Sbderberg, the novel Dr Glas and 
the play Gertrud. Two decades later, he read Sten Rein's 
monograph Hjalmar Sdderbergs Gertrud (Stockholm, 1962): 
"Through Rein 1 suddenly saw Soderbergh play from a 
new perspective."** Apart from biographical and textual 
analysis. Rein's study points out Slider berg's reliance upon 
dialogue: "Conflicts materialize out of apparently trivial 
con versa tions, his characters frequently fail to communi¬ 
cate and mean different things with the same words. . . . 
In contrast to Ibsen's heavily emphasized points, Ire often 


Drct/e r directing Gertrud. 


consciously introduces a crucial psychological moment 
through a quietly-spoken line or even through a silence/' 56 
Seizing on Soderberg's conception of dialogue, Dreyer 
considered the Him an experiment in making images Sec¬ 
ondary to speech, He insisted that the characters' habit of 
"speaking past each other” was faithful to the playwright's 
stylization. 

Dreyer's script follows the play fairly closely except for 
abridging the third act and including an epilogue. The 
epilogue was added, Dreyer said, because of "what realty 
happened" to the protagonist's real-life prototype, Maria 
von Platen/- The film was shot in three months in 1964, 
and edited in three days. 

Uproar attended Gertrud. For the world premiere, Paris 
paid homage to Dreyer: the Cinematheque mounted a ret¬ 
rospective. Ordet and Dm/ of Wrath were revived, the 
Danish embassy held a reception, and Dreyer was inter¬ 
viewed and feted. After the press showing of Gerlntd on 
the morning of 18 December, rumors of disaster circulated. 
After the evening's premiere, it was confirmed that Dreyer 
had made a film wholly of "photographed sofa c on versa- 
lions.'The press attacks were vicious/ 1 ' During its run, 
Gertrud attracted small audiences. Its release in Denmark, 
America, and elsewhere occasioned comparably disparag¬ 
ing reviews, fin France, however, a television showing in 
April 1965 raised the film's reputation, 6 * 
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After Qi'rtnui, Dreyer continued tq work on JeSJdfl. Al¬ 
though he held visited Israel to search for locations, had 
compiled crates full of photos and notes, and had learned 
Hebrew, he was also seventy-seven years old and in poor 
health. It is said that prospective backers worried that if he 
started a project he would not live to finish it. In November 


1967 the Danish government offered three million kroner 
to help subsidize the Jesus film. In early 1%K. RAl, the Ital¬ 
ian film and television corporation, came forward to sup¬ 
port Jesus. The film was never to be made. Dreyer died on 
ZO March I%h r and was buried in Frederiksberg church¬ 
yard in Copenhagen The gravestone bears his signature. 
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1 Ebbe Neergaard, "Du SkalAereDin I lustre" program, 
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See also Kelman, "Dreyer," pp, 147-57, and Milne, 
Cinema of Carl Ony*-r f pp . 78-79 an d passim. 

2 Tniitscwiiental Style in Film {Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1972). p. 49. 

3 Ibid., p. 141. 

4 Jea n-Louis Como 1 Li, " RLhe tonque de la Terre or; r Cah frrs 
djj Qr, etna, no. 207 (December 1968), p, 42. 

5 Ibid.,, p, 44. 

6 After this book was completed, the British Film Insti¬ 
tute published Mark Nash's monograph Dreyer (Lon¬ 


don, 1977), Since Nash also considers Dreyer 1 s work 
problematic and contradictory, it is worth detailing his 
conclusions. 

Nash explains the tensions and gaps, in Dreyefs 
films by recourse to a metaphor: Dreyeris work as a 
whole is like the discourse or a psychoanalytic patient. 
Drawing upon Freudian arid Lacanian accounts of 
symptom formation and upon Julia Kristeva's examina- 
tion of nineteenth-century symbolic practices, Nash 
claims that the Dreyer text Constitutes a hysterical dis¬ 
course. The films cannot "‘totally repress,’resolve the 
problem of bisexuality within a rigidly patriarchal cul¬ 
ture" (p. 16). The text seeks to contain this problem 
through represented content fe.g- r family and church 
as male authority). But the extremity of the films'' re¬ 
pression creates symptomatic eruptions: there emerge 
Symptoms of desire and resistances to religious dis¬ 
course, Nash sees desire as represented, centrally, by 
the act of looking (performed by character and viewer), 
Religious discourse ih subverted by the eruption of 
bisexuality, especially in the realm of the voice (choir¬ 
boys, Gertrud’s songs)- The Driver text, Nash con¬ 
cludes, exhibits hysteria on at least three levels. In 
narrative terms, we get feminized men and idealized 
women, a polarity which troubles the sexual difference 
upon which patriarchy rests. In niise-eii'scene, the films' 
excess emerges symptomatically in narrative disloca¬ 
tions, problems of point of view, and chaste composi¬ 
tions which exhibit a hysterical paralysis. And what 
Nash calls the "body of the text" exhibits hysteria by 
the fantasies which it crates for the audience— 
fantasies of looking {light, hypnosis) and fantasies of 
the dismembered body put back together, 

The value and complexity of Mark Nash's analysis 
are apparent even from this synopsis. What E want to 
examine briefly are some crucial differences between 
Nash's conception of him criticism and that set out in 
this book. The implications for the study of Dreyer will 
be evident. 

For one thing, Nash's psychoanalytic categories do 
not discriminate among processes that we usually keep 
distinct, To take one example, Nash identifies what 
he calls the barred image, "the sign (her of repres¬ 
sion . . . the bar of symbolic restraint" {p. 13), This 
"bar" may be a shadow, a window pane, a checkered 
fabric, a picture frame, even "a dark halo surrounding 
the lit scene" (p. 10), "Within the frame there is always 
some kind of barrier" (p. 10). If there is always some kind 
of barrier in the Dreyer shot (which, in any event, is not 
the case), it is because Nash's category is excessively 
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roomy. If any straight lines or dark masses 'm a shot can. 
signify separation and lack, surely the barred image 
occurs in hundreds of thousands of shots (most of them 
not in Dreyer films). Similarly the fantasy of "the body 
in pieces" includes phenomena as disparate as these: 
"the dtlwitpage effected on the body of die film [Jeanne 
d'AKl and representationally on Joan's body"; in Ordei 
"the reanimation of lager's cut body"; and "the body of 
Gertrud , . , continually framed, placed within an 
order'" (p. 31). The concept here does not distinguish 
among surgery on a fictitious character's body the 
framing or editing of the represented body, the confine¬ 
ment of a character's actions by narraforces, and the edit¬ 
ing of the finished film. It is too easy to subsume all 
these phenomena under t he same head by simply label¬ 
ing them "cutting of the body-'" (And what we gain by 
calling a film a body is not clear to me.) So roomy are the 
concepts that they encourage free association, as when 
Nash claims that the checkered pattern of Inger's dress 
and. of the kitchen tablecloth signifies "a potentially 
productive female body precisely In check' " (p, 13). 

The adventitious pun illustrates a second problem, 
in Nash's critical method. I le explicitly situates his 
work within a critical school which considers "pro¬ 
cesses of text construction' 1 (p. 3), When Nash em¬ 
phasizes process and function, his argument is power¬ 
ful: "The work of the Dreyer-text within this institution 
is to foreground the phantasy structures at play in it" 
(p. 32). Yet too often the dynamics of tire films go un- 
exa mined and Nash tends to search for fixed systems 
of meanings, to use psychoanalysis as a hermeneutic 
key, and thus to provide only another interpretation of 
Dwyer's films. The essay often lifts an isolated element 
out of context and interprets its meaning in reductive 
Freudian-Lacanian terms. Nash claims, for instance, 
that "The central question of the film [OntotJ 'Who has 
if?' (i.E.\, the word), echoes the child's anxious ques¬ 
tioning as to who ha S'is the phallus” (p. 19). Since no 
one in Ordef asks, "Who has it?" how do we know that 
this is the central question? Phrasing it this way, how¬ 
ever, invites the critic to damp down the Freudian ap¬ 
paratus. In Gertrud, two pictures cm the wall, the larger 
of a man, the smaller of a woman, are said to be "con¬ 
noting the power relation; male dominance; and stat¬ 
ing the problem: bisexualitv" (p. 27}. The pictures are 
not considered for their roles in the shot or the se¬ 
quence; they operate simply as abstract tokens for fixed 
themes. Light and dark in the frames of Onkt are 3 said 
to parallel the "light" and "dark" versions of Chris¬ 
tianity presented in the narrative (p. 16). But the 


"dark" Christianity is no darker in the frame than the 
light, so the parallel is justified solely by mnemonics. 
With few exceptions, the essay translates each film's 
narrative into representations of patriarchy, desire, 
repetition, etc.., thus staying at the level of "ssg- 
ntiieds," not of the signifier (I should add that little is 
gained by calling something a signifier of desire if one 
is going to treat it, in literary fashion, as a si/ejfuf of 
desire.)It seems tome that Nash's monograph, despite 
its evident interest, slips into allegorical readings no 
different fre principle from the humanist or religious in¬ 
terpretations that critics have already proposed. 
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it) Anne Banchens, "Cutting the film;' in Nancy Naum- 
berg, ed.. We AMc the Mui'ics (New York: Norton, 
1937), p. 215, 

11 Karel Reis/, and Gavin Mi I tar. The Technique of Fifth Edit¬ 
ing (New York: Hastings House, 1968). p. 227. 

12 Drever remarked: "My film about Jeanne d'Arc has 
incorrectly been called an avant-garde film, which it 
absolutely is not. It is not a film aimed at film theoreti¬ 
cians but at alt humankind, It is intended for the broad 
masses, and it has something to giw to every open 
human mind." (Typescript copy of a 1930 statement on 
file in the Danish Film Archive.) 

13 Jean Narboni, "La Mise on demon re," Cahiers du 
C/ire.im no. 207 (December 196?), p. 41. 

14 interview u r ith Bendtsen, 23 June 1976, 

15 Draper: Cud re’s et ^flupmiejrfs, p. 64. 

16 "I'udovkin, Brecht, and The Mi'fhcr," paper delivered 
at the Conference on Film and Performance, University 
of Wisconsin—Milwaukee*, Spring 1977. 

17 I tore to Write and Sell Fifm Statics (New York: Covici- 
Friede.. 1937). pp. 217-18. 

IB The Art of the Film (New York: Collier, 1970), p. 30fl. 

19 Dreifcr hr Double Reijeciauj, p. 33. 

2G Quoted in Erlich, Rjijisfcm Fftnnaksitt, p. 252. 
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21 Dreyer in Double Reflection, p. 129. 

22 Tech n/ijriL 7 n/ Fi/rrr Editing, p. 233. In my claims about 

Dreyer's camera movements, it is the assumptions mi’ 
deriving Rcisz and. Millar's critique of Rope which an. 1 
most important, I should add parenthetically that I also 
disagree with their appraisal of tlie film. Rope seems to 
me a major work in film history; posing several issues 
in fresh ways: I hi? problem of theatrical representation 
of space (here, the missing fourth wall) versus ene¬ 
ma tie representation of space (embodied particularlv in 
the camera movements): the problem of point of view 
(which the mobile camera causes always to shift un¬ 
comfortably from a character to the audience}: the 
problem of duration (story 1 time is accelerated but plot 
time ■$ not); and the status of the cut (the film's eight 
shots set up a dichotomy between reel changes in the 
camera during filming [about every ten minutes] and 
reel changes between projectors during screening 
[every twenty minutesJ; all seven cuts constitute varia¬ 
tions of classical principles), Ri'pt\ whose 

very title bares the device of its linear construction., is 
by no means the insipid film Rr.sz and Millar imply. 

23 Dwyer in Double Reflection, p. 34 r 

24 Dreyer in Double Re flection, pp, 164-65, 


LA PASSION DE JEANNE D'ARC 

1 David BordweLI, "Camera Movement and Cinematic 
Space," Cure-Tracts I (Summer 1977): 19-26. 

2 Ivor Montagu, Fi'irrr World (Baltimore: Penguin. 1964), 
p. 141. 

3 Figures 68 through 71 are taken from the print held by 
the Danish Film Archive; none of these shots appears 
in prints distributed in America, 

■I In his review of /camre d'Arc after the Danish premiere, 
Ebbe Meergaard perceptively pointed out that the insis¬ 
tence upon close-ups confused the audience about the 
action in the scene. Meergaard found this a fault in the 
film and suggested that close*ups must be integrated 
into establishing shots in order to make sense. Several 
decades later, Dreyer responded that he had realized 
that his use of close-ups ran counter to current norms. 
M\f idea of telling the passion of Jeanne in close-up did 
no! fit into the framework of what a w.s then understMd as 
tt “normal film," If reus m unwritten hue that the :mii- 


vidttai dost*'up had to fie pari of the harmonious unity of 
the long shot and at the same time a detail in the pattern 
of the plot. Then my aggress ive dose- ups appeared, jump¬ 
ing unannounced on the screen and demanding the right 
to an independent existence. Close-up after dose-up de¬ 
manded space with un concern for the “harmonious" 
unity of rhe long s/h.iJ— ail those dos^ups. dose-ups 
that behaved like a flack of noisy fruuWemfllters ~-bat 
which it re very useful not only tvctiu$ v they made it p)$si- 
bk for me to bring the audience very near 4' the physical 
and menial torture that Jeanne suffered but also because 
liny showed kmv her fudges and Jem/mfors reacted to 
her tears. 

Dreyer did allow- that he had gone too far in Jeanne 
d'Are, that the close-ups threw the film out of balance, 
and that he did not repeat the experiment in later films, 
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for a new film fomi which other people mav work cm 
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Dreyer (Copenhagen: Panyk ViJen&fcabs Fnrlag, 19631, 
pp. 51-67. 
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63, 

If) '"Making Sense," Tnvntieth Century Studies, no, 12 
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11 We cannot fake the historical duration of Jeanne's trial 
to be the story duration, since story duration is pro¬ 
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12 Dni/ix pp. 128-29. 

13 Ibid ., pp. 59-60. 

14 Esthetiijuc et psychologic du cinema, vol. 2 (Paris: Editions 
universitaires, 1965), p, 410. 

15 "Film and System," pp. 105-7. 

16 Theory, p. 74. 

17 Dreyer. pp. 60-61. 
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12 Andre Bazin, /ran Ramir, trans. VV. W. Halsey 11 and 
William If. Simon (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1973), p. 89. 

13 Incidentally, Dreycr's concern with representational 
space and off-screen effects is con firmed by two ac¬ 
counts of his planning for the film. In a preface to 
Neerggard's Story of Danish Film he recalls that Neer- 
gaard told him: "Remember that the belief that the 
photograph doesn't Sic is all nonsense. The photograph 
lies with, the greatest of ease, if you want it to. But the 
directors have not learned to make it lie in such a way 
that a style arises." Dreyer goes on: J i believe that you 
gave me the courage to venture further out in V'tfrrrjjvr 
than I had originally planned to" (Preface, Die 5fury of 
Danish Film, pp. 4-5). Moreover, when he was shoot¬ 
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For fifty vMfs DruytT has been recognized as one of the 
great master stylists of tho cinema. L> Fusion df /murai i/ .'Vl , 
Viwfjpyi. L n.-,i‘, 1,1 ivViitJi. and OiW a re the most famous work? 
of this rigorous, austere, and powerful filmmaker. 

Ju the most extensive and intensive book yet devoted to 

Dreyer, David Bo ret well shows how Dreyer's films offer 

unique challenges to the dominant filmmaking style. Hl- 
analyze? how Dreyer confronts the viewer with problems of 
attention, orientation, and narrative comprehension. In the 
early work?, flat tableau compositions alternate with in¬ 
tensely active facial close-ups to shift our attention from 
physical action to psychological stale?, In the late master¬ 
pieces. Dreyers style achieves its greatest complexity, com¬ 
pelling us to concentrate on nuances of space and time—Ln 
}r .-iiqnr ,i An the close-up and a discontinuous spacer in 
l titi?: j». uncertain topography and wrenching camera move¬ 


ments: in Diyii •:! ‘.V ntih, a circular staging of the action and a 
slowing of viewing time; in (dido, a theatrical use of I he long 
fake; anil in I .. mw' an obstinate stasis that verge? on bore¬ 
dom. Bordwell shows that Dreyer's style achieves its unique 
force by violating our expectations and by organising our 
film expcrleticf m rddicaily new way?, 

All of [JreyErs works are discussed, with I he major films 
receiving detailed attention. Using over 300 I rame enlarge¬ 
ments t+i clarify point-of technique Bo rd we 11 also examines 
the Hollywood filmmaking style, the concept of authorship 
in the cinema, and principles oi narrative cons true I Ion As a 
result, the book not only illuminates Dreyer's career but also 
serves as a case study for modern method? of film analysis. 

A Biographical Filmography provides information on 
Driver's life, career history, and unfinished projects. 
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